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Promise
A m e r ic a n  Indians have had governm ent- 
supplied hea lth  care since tribes ceded  ancestral 
land to  th e  U nited S ta tes in exchange fo r certain  
prom ised  benefits. Why, th en , are Am erican Indians 
as a population  sicker than  o th e r  A m ericans and 
dying a t  m uch younger ages?
The American 
g o v ern m en t's  delivery 
on  th e  prom ise 
of hea lth  care has 
had  a rocky history.
Responsibility over th e  
cen tu ries has shifted  from  
th e  W ar D epartm en t 
to  th e  Bureau of 
Indian Affairs to  th e  
Indian H ealth Service.
Tribes them se lves have 
shared  oversigh t fo r health  
ca re  since th e  Self-D eterm ination and  Education 
A ssistance Act o f 1975. Yet still th e  disparity in th e  
hea lth  s ta tu s  of A m ericans rem ains.
Indians a re  500 p ercen t m ore likely to  con trac t 
tuberculosis, 519 p ercen t m ore likely to  becom e 
alcoholics, and  195 p ercen t m ore likely to  develop 
d iabe tes. They also have a 149 p ercen t higher rate  
o f accidental injury, and are  72 p ercen t m ore  likely 
to  com m it suicide th a n  th e  general population .
The reaso n s a re  b o th  social and econom ic.
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01 Montana's Indian 
Reservations
Poverty, access to  care, social p roblem s and a lack 
of funding to  m ee t m ore than  basic n eed s  have 
com pounded  th e  hea lth  issues of this na tio n ’s first 
peoples.
The University o f M ontana School o f 
Journalism 's Native N ews H onors class exam ined 
som e issues th a t affect th e  
health  of Indians on  th e  s ta te ’s 
seven reservation  and th o se  
enrolled tribal m em bers 
w ho live aw ay from  the  
reservations.
In th is issue you ’ll find 
sto ries th a t shed  light on 
th e  cultural and physical 
d istances th a t  many 
Indians en co u n te r w hen 
seek ing  hea lth  care, and o th e rs  
th a t  exam ine th e  p rob lem s of 
youth  suicide, alcoholism  and  w a te r  sanitation . 
O ther sto ries show  th e  p rog ress  M ontana tribes 
are m aking to  heal the ir com m unities, such as 
im plem enting cultural advocacy g roups and 
alcoholism  tre a tm e n t program s.
The stories are as varied as each M ontana 
reservation  and tribe. But, u n d ern ea th  th e m  all is 
hope fo r a b e tte r  fu tu re , and h o p e  th a t, in tim e, th e  
s ta te ’s Indian tr ib es  will regain th e  health  and vigor 
th a t fo r cen turies m ade  th e m  a resilient people.
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Population: 10,100 
Native: 86% 
Counties: 
Glacier, P ondera 
R eservation cen ter: 
Brow ning
F ro m  the roads, from 
behind buildings, from Ick’s 
Place liquor store, they 
come. The street people of 
Browning emerge, hoods 
up, shields for an April wind 
that stings.
They walk to w ard  th e  brigh t red  Toyota Corolla, 
parked behind th e  liquor s to re . A w om an  w aits 
th e re , s tand ing  n ex t to  a rubble of rocks, b e n t pipes 
and an  em pty  vodka bo ttle .
Then Zita B rem ner pops h e r trunk  to  sh a re  her 
lunch hou r w ith th em , just as sh e  does on  every 
W ednesday. They o p en  th e ir  hands and  Brem ner 
squ irts lim e-green sanitizer in to  each pair. She 
reaches into h e r  tru n k  w ith black c o tto n  g loves and 
gives each  perso n  a b row n  p a p e r  bag  w ith  a h o t
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dog  and grano la tu ck ed  inside. Then sh e  g rabs th e  
ladle from  a steam in g  tin, and  pours v eg e tab le  soup 
into S tyrofoam  cups.
M ost o f th e  p eo p le  he re  a re  in tox icated , she 
says. M ost ca n n o t s ta n d  stra igh t, m o st c a n n o t talk 
straigh t. Of th e  20 peop le  she serves u n d er th e  sun 
in Browning on this cold April a fte rn o o n , m any ask 
fo r tw o  bags and tw o  cups o f soup . These m ight 
be th e  Blackfeet R eservation’s m o st d o w n tro d d en  
people, b u t th e y ’re  B rem ner’s peop le  to o .
“ For m o st o f th em , th is is o n e  o f th e  only m eals 
th a t they  will e a t th is  w ee k ,’’ she  says.
To th e  last w om an  she serves, she  gives tw o  
bags and tw o  cups, and  instruc ts  h e r to  p u t th e  
bags in h e r  to rn  black O akland Raider’s coa t, and  to  
be careful w ith  th e  h o t v eg e tab le  b ro th .
Before th e  w om an  wearily w alks aw ay, she  
asks a question  th a t  has b een  o ften  re p e a te d  from  
th e  hungry p eo p le  today : W here is Sandra?
The ques tion  is only a small m o m en t b u t serves 
to  reinforce th e  significance of Sandra Calf Boss 
Ribs’ d eed s  and spirit in th e  parking lo t behind 
Ick's Place, w h ere  th e  p avem en t g lis tens w ith  glass 
shrapnel. Every W ednesday  fo r  a year, Calf Boss 
Ribs has ta k en  a half-hour lunch b reak  from  h er job 
as a counselo r a t  th e  Crystal Creek Lodge T rea tm en t 
C enter and  m ade  th e  th ree -m inu te  drive to  Ick’s 
to  deliver prom ise to  th e ir  lives, s tock  to  the ir 
stom achs.
On th e  day Brow ning’s hungry  yearn  for 
her, Calf Boss Ribs is in G reat Falls on  business 
rep resen tin g  th e  Crystal Creek Lodge, b u t she 
is also th e re  to  lobby th e  local food  bank fo r 
additional aid in o rd e r  to  expand  h e r  p ro jec t —  
which has g row n  to  include vo lun teers  helping 
serve on  M ondays an d  Saturdays.
E stim ates in this B lackfeet to w n  o f 3,500 
souls a re  .that a t least o n e  in th re e  suffers from  
alcohol and d rug  addiction , and  70 p e rc e n t are 
unem ployed . If only th e re  w as m o re  room  a t the  
Crystal Creek Lodge.
In 1994, S andra Calf Boss Ribs u n d erw en t 
tre a tm e n t fo r su b stan ce  ab u se  a t th e  Crystal Creek 
Lodge. She b a ttle d  h e r  addiction fo r  m o re  th a n  30 
days th a t  fall and  stayed  p as t h er t r e a tm e n t period 
so  th a t  she  could help cook Thanksgiving dinner.
For Calf Boss Ribs, it w a sn ’t  th e  tre a tm e n t 
th a t  guided h e r  to  th is field o f su b stan ce  abuse
counseling . It w as th e  recognition  o f  th e  tw o  
distinct sp h e res  th a t exist on  th e  Blackfeet 
R eservation: th e  en v iro n m en t in w hich residen ts 
a re  engu lfed  in alcohol, and  th e  env ironm en t in 
which folks find th e  gum ption  to  help. Calf Boss 
Ribs has b ee n  a t  Crystal Creek fo r  seven  years, and  
is th e  un it te ch  superv iso r fo r th e  in-house patien ts. 
She is a p ro fe ssed  “ 24-7” em ployee.
T here w ere  num erous t re a tm e n t ce n te rs  on 
th e  rese rva tion  15 years ago: th e  M argie Kennedy 
C enter, th e  Pikuni Family Healing C en te r fo r 
w om en  an d  children, an d  a halfw ay ho u se  in H eart 
B utte, w h ere  Calf Boss Ribs b eg an  h e r  c a ree r  as 
an  addiction  counselor. By 2005, all th re e  had 
succum bed  to  a lack of funds.
Only th e  Crystal Creek Lodge rem ains. It is th e  
only accred ited  Native A m erican su b s tan ce  abuse 
tre a tm e n t ce n te r  in M ontana, serving m em b ers  of 
all seven  reserva tions an d  annually  tre a tin g  a small 
num ber o f W est Coast Indians from  as  fa r  aw ay as 
California.
Crystal Creek resides in th e  old Brow ning 
hospital building, an  an c ien t and  dim inutive facility 
co m p ared  to  th e  m odern  Blackfeet Com m unity
H ospital ab u ttin g  it. A w ing  co n n e c ts  th e  tw o  
buildings; p a tien ts  m u st und erg o  detoxification  
a t  th e  IHS-run hospital b e fo re  being tran sp lan te d  
d o w n  th e  hallw ay in to  th e  Crystal Creek Lodge. 
D etox is th e  m o st grueling  p a rt o f th e  process, 
norm ally a th ree -d ay  s tin t during w hich p a tien ts  
a re  h o oked  to  “ banana b ag s ,” IV’s full of n u trien ts  
to  neu tra lize  alcohol and  narco tics if n ecessary , 
and  to  re s to re  th e  body’s chem ical balance. In 
rec en t years, o p ia te  an d  narcotic a b u se  has spiked 
on  th e  rese rva tion  an d  th e  personnel a t  Crystal 
Creek say  th e se  p a tien ts  a re  o ften  m ore volatile 
th a n  alcoholics, w ho  com prise 77 p e rc e n t o f th e ir  
clientele.
The t re a tm e n t c e n te r  o p e ra te s  m uch like a 
disciplined academ y: p a tie n ts  a re  up an d  sh o w ered  
by 6:30 a.m ., and  b reak fast, m ed ita tion  an d  cho res 
occur every  m orning. T here a re  m orn ing  and  
a f te rn o o n  lec tu res , on  top ics ranging  fro m  g e n d e r  
to  cu ltu re  to  an g e r m an ag em en t. Every n igh t a t  7, 
alcohol an d  narco tics anonym ous g ro u p s m e e t, and  
befo re  bed , p a tien ts  w ork  on  assigned  read ing  and  
w riting from  th e  day’s lectu res . T here a re  w alks 
o u ts id e  th e  facility every night, th e re  a re  visits
LEFT: H erm an  W hitegrass , a recovering  a lcoholic  an d  d ru g  ad d ic t, is o n e  o f  m an y  fo rm er ad d ic ts  w ho  have tu rn e d  th e ir  
lives a ro u n d  a n d  becom e sta ff m em bers and  co unse lo rs a t th e  C rysta l C reek  L odge in  Brow ning.
.ABOVE: C rysta l C reek Lodge is th e  only  certified  a lco h o l an d  d ru g  ad d ic tio n  trea tm e n t c e n te r  in  M ontana 
specifically  fo r  Native A m ericans.
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C o u n se lo r Sandra 
C alf Boss Ribs, 
h e rse lf a  form er 
p a tien t, w orks at 
C rysta l C reek  Lodge 
to  fight substance 
abuse o n  th e  reserv a­
tio n . She perseveres 
desp ite  w hat she says 
is an  abysm ally low 
ra te  o f  success.
UcrTicniu '̂uime iOvAiiit. 
ucmaiiui ui 11 ic i uuv.ii ic. 
ueiiionusui ii ic i uuui ic.
every w eek . P atients, 
✓ a lk o u td u e to  th e
But d o es  it w ork fo r th o se  w ho  stay? Calf Boss 
Ribs offered  a g u ess— a wild one , she  says— th a t 
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c e n te r  o ften  loses to u ch  w ith patien ts. An April
j u l t  ch a rt sh o w ed  th a t o f 35 follow -ups th a t 
if th o se  recen tly  d ischarged , only 20 could
be co n tac ted . Eight rep o rted  staying sober.
A long list o f B lackfeet aw ait adm ission to  the  
17-bed Crystal Creek Lodge, which is legally bound  
to  tre a t  cou rt-o rdered  pa tien ts  first. Last year, 44 
p a tien ts  checked  them selves into tre a tm e n t, while 
judges se n t 34 to  th e  lodge as p a rt o f sen tencing .
It is th a t  ratio  th a t renders  th e  strugg le  of 
Crystal Creek so difficult: it is a small facility and 
can only provide services to  a small n u m b er of 
th o se  w ho  n ee d  th e m . The $1.3 million th e  federal 
g o v e rn m e n t sp en d s to  keep  th e  lodge running 
d ic ta tes  th e  n u m b er o f beds. In February, w hen  tw o
officials from  th e  Com m ission on  A ccreditation  of 
R ehabilitation Facilities in spected  th e  facility and its 
p ractices, Crystal C reek Lodge received a new  th ree- 
year accred ita tion . But th e  officials recom m ended  
Crystal Creek m aintain  its level o f service, ra th e r 
th an  expand  it.
O ther M ontana rese rva tions like th e  Crow and 
N orthern  C heyenne have tried  to  co m b at alcohol 
abuse by banning th e  su b stan ce , b u t prohibition 
has proved  nearly im possible to  en fo rce  and  the  
$50 fine th e  tribes levy aga inst th o s e  w ho violate 
th e  law  does little to  d iscourage drinking.
The Blackfeet will, in all likelihood, never 
becom e an alcohol-free reserva tion , th ough  th a t ’s 
occasionally b ee n  p ro p o sed . And w ith o u t halfway 
houses and transitional ce n te rs  fo r pa tien ts  to  ea se  
back in to  th e  com m unity, Crystal Creek counselors 
say, th e  ta sk  o f staying so b e r rem ains a ru th less 
one.
“We serve a lo t o f peop le  h e re ,” says Crystal 
Creek d irec to r Pat Calf Looking. “ But if they  go  back 
to  an env ironm ent w h ere  p eo p le  a re  still using, it’s 
really difficult fo r th e m .”
M ore th a n  30 em ployees w ork  a t  Crystal Creek 
and w ith a few  excep tions, all have had b ou ts  
w ith alcohol and  d rug  abuse. That includes Calf 
Looking, a fo rm er M arine w ho found  w ork in th e  
rehabilita tion field a f te r  w orking as a  b a rte n d e r  
and  b ar m anager and  losing several w ars inside 
tre a tm e n t ce n te rs  b e fo re  becom ing  sober. He still 
considers him self an  addict, b u t th e  rehabilita tion  
service has b eco m e his life's calling. He is also 
w orking as a co n su ltan t to  th e  W yom ing-M ontana 
Tribal Leaders Council to  e re c t a tre a tm e n t c e n te r  in 
Sheridan, Wyo.
Four em ployees o f th e  lodge have been  
th ro u g h  tre a tm e n t a t  Crystal Creek, and Calf 
Looking has estab lished  a stric t zero -to lerance drug 
and  alcohol policy. This w in te r he fired an  em ployee 
w ho failed a drug  te s t .  For counselors and  pa tien ts  
alike, staying so b e r is a c o n s ta n t struggle .
The lo d g e’s g re a te s t liability is having fo rm er 
addicts run its p rogram . But it is also  its g re a te s t 
advan tage. And even am ong  th e  w orkers a t Crystal 
Creek, th e re  a re  horrific addiction stories.
W hen H erm an W hitegrass sits poten tia l 
p a tien ts  dow n in his office, h e  can read  if they  a re  
serious ab o u t g e ttin g  clean o r sober. He know sieed o f  aid frequen t th e  alley  beh in d  Ick ’s P lace in  Brow ning. C rystal C reek 
l ib s  d is trib u te s  lunches to  th em  every  a fte rnoon .
N ative N ew s 2010
b ecau se  h e ’s b een  th e re .
M uch of his addictive p a s t sits on  th e  35-mile 
s tre tch  of Highway 2 th a t leads o u t o f Browning 
and  snakes th rough  th e  hills to  Cut Bank. W hite 
Crass says he o ften  drives th a t road, b u t nev e r w ith 
his mind free  o f th e  possibilities.
“ It’s just like a gun  po in ting  s tra ig h t a t you ,”  he 
says. “A car th a t ’s com ing in your d irection, I always 
think, I h o p e  th a t  this person  isn’t  d runk  o r d rugged  
up  or isn’t  suicidal, saying, ‘The n ex t ca r I’m tak ing  
som ebody  w ith m e and  I’m going to  d o  m yself in.' 
T h a t’s a reality.”
The 68-year-old W hiteg rass used  to  do  it, used  
to  drive th a t  s tre tc h  a s  a young  m an drunk, telling 
his friends th a t if he had  to  die th a t  he w as going 
to  take  so m e o n e  w ith him. They w ould all laugh a t 
him.
Before he becam e o n e  of Crystal Creek L odge’s 
lo n g est te n u re d  and m o st re sp e c te d  cultural 
healing leaders, he w as e lbow  d e e p  in to  addiction.
It s ta r te d  o n e  sum m er day in Brow ning, w hen  he 
w as 8 o r 9 and w orking a fencing  job on  th e  prairie 
w ith his b ro ther. They fo rg o t th e ir  w a te r  jug and  an 
o lder w orker shared  his six-pack of b e e r  w ith  them .
It fo llow ed him to  th e  jungles o f V ietnam, 
w here  h e  w as dep loyed  yvith th e  Army in 1965. It 
fo llow ed him back to  Browning, w h ere  fo r a d ecad e  
he considered  h im self o n e  of Brow ning’s s tre e t 
peop le , living on  b ed ro o m  floors and , w hen  it w as 
w arm  enough , in a b a n d o n ed  cars. Beer, w eed , 
cocaine, som etim es h e  says he d idn’t  know  w h a t he 
w as on. W hat h e  did know  w as th a t he w as en ra g ed  
from  psychological p rob lem s th a t  d esce n d ed  on 
him during his to u r  o f Vietnam.
In 1979, a f te r  coun tless a t te m p ts  a t recovery  in 
reh ab  ce n te rs  in W yom ing and  C anada, W hitegrass 
found  vo lu n teer w ork  a t th e  M edicine Pine Lodge in 
his native Browning u n d er M argie Kennedy, a to u g h  
cu s to m er w ho ran  B row ning’s detox ification  unit 
th ro u g h o u t th a t  e ra . His cravings w ere  re len tless 
fo r five o r six years, b u t W hite Grass says th a t his 
purification cam e from  spiritual healing from  th e  
elders of th e  B lackfeet Tribe.
At th e  Crystal Creek Lodge, w h ere  W hitegrass 
has served  as an  in-patient counselo r fo r a q u a rte r  
century , he u ses  his ow n life experiences to  ed u c a te  
his patien ts . He speaks to  families a b o u t his fo rm er 
s tre e t life and  how  h e  will always b e  an  addict, even 
th o u g h  he h asn ’t  d rank  or d rugged  in nearly th re e  
decades.
“ I a t te m p t to  teach  peo p le  th a t  recovery  goes
o n  fo r a lifetim e,” W hiteg rass says. “ It g o es  on until 
you die. W e can ’t  m ake you s to p  drinking, b u t w e 
can show  you how  it’s d o n e .”
All th e se  years la ter, it still follow s him. He is 
a big m an, w ith  linebacker shou lders , a belly and 
a  clear com plexion. He has d ia b e te s , high blood 
p ressu re  and  h e a r t p rob lem s. His d a u g h te r  Amy is 
in jail in California due to  w h a t he says a re  alcohol 
and  drug-related  p rob lem s, and  h e  is raising her 
4-year-old son  in Browning.
He lost his son  Shaw n to  alcoholism  in February 
2008.
W hitegrass d idn’t  know  his 36-year old son 
had  a drinking problem . And by th e  tim e  h e  g o t on 
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to w ard  th e  hospital in G reat Falls, S haw n w as in a 
com a. A w eek  la ter he w as g o n e .
•  •  •
Behind th e  stee l d oo rs, d ee p  in th e  bow els 
o f Crystal Creek Lodge, th e  p a tien ts  re s t la te  on a 
Friday afte rn o o n .
The m enacing  u ncerta in ties th a t  face  th e  
p ro g ram ’s fu tu re  —  th e  q u es tio n s  of funding, 
efficiency, and  halfw ay h o u ses  —  are  m u te d  today . 
Som e w o m en  lie in the ir do rm  room s, w hile across 
th e  hallway in a run-dow n co n fe ren ce  room , th e  
a ro m a from  a trad itional sm u d g e  ce rem o n y  still 
lingers.
A g ro u p  o f five young m en sits in th e  foyer
dow n th e  hall, playing Je n g a . S andra  Calf Boss Ribs 
w a tc h es  th e m  from  h er desk.
She w as th e re  16 years ago . They all have 
d iffe ren t rea so n s  fo r  b eing  h ere , Calf Boss Ribs, Calf 
Looking, W hitegrass. If Calf Boss Ribs’ wild g u e s s  is 
co rrec t, th a t  only 2 p e rc e n t o f  th e  p a tien ts  rem ain 
so b e r a f te r  leaving th e  facility in Brow ning, th e n  it’s 
th a t  2 p e rc en t th a t  keeps th e  Crystal Creek Lodge 
going. T he lo d g e ’s w orkers se e  earlier versions of 
th em se lv es in th e  p a tien ts . T hat’s w hy W hiteg rass 
te lls fam ilies o f p a tien ts  his s to ry  o f resilience, w hy 
Calf Looking is help ing to  estab lish  a t re a tm e n t 
c e n te r  in W yom ing. It's w hy Calf Boss Ribs s ta r te d  
th e  lunch p rog ram  in th e  park ing  lo t behind Ick’s, 
and  has inspired p eo p le  like Zita B rem ner to  help 
her.
The p a tien ts  a re  allow ed a trip  to  o n e  
Alcoholics A nonym ous m ee tin g  o u ts id e  th e  facility 
p e r w eek , an d  th is w eek  it’s in Cut Bank, w h ere  
th e  p a tien ts  will g e t  pizza b e fo re  th e ir  m eeting . 
O utside, a w h ite  van backs up  n ea r  th e  Crystal 
Creek Lodge. Soon th e  p a tie n ts  will bo ard , th e n  
head  dow n th e  highw ay to  Cut Bank.
The Jen g a  to w e r  co llapses on  th e  ta b le  an d  th e  
p a tien ts  yell and  laugh. T here is a c o n te n te d n e s s  in 
th e  room , m aybe b ec au se  th is is o n e  o f th e  sa fest, 
se cu res t Friday n igh ts th a t  o n e  could  have on  th e  
B lackfeet R eservation.
“ I know  w h a t th e ir  n ee d s  are , I s e e  w h a t the ir 
n eed s  a re ,” says Calf Boss Ribs. “ I can  se e  it from  
b o th  s id es .” ^
W h iteg rass m eets 
w ith  o th e r  
co u n se lo rs  at 
C rysta l C reek  
L odge. W h ite ­
grass deep ly  
believes h is 
experience  as an 
ad d ic t m akes him  
a b e tte r  c o u n ­
se lo r to  th o se  in 
recovery.
The University o f Montana
Elsie G eboe says th a t th e  first th ing  h e r  hu sb an d  d id  after be in g  d iagnosed  w ith  stage-four lung 
can cer was sm oke tw o cigarettes. G eboe has cervical cancer, b u t it is cu rren tly  in rem ission.
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Counties: 
Hill, C hoteau 
R eservation cen ter: 
Rocky Boy Agency
I n  the crevice of a pine- 
studded hill near her home, 
Luanne Belcourt pauses in 
the stiff spring wind to light 
a cigarette.
Instead  of sm oking, how ever, she  tak es  a 
solitary puff and  th e n  places it upon  th e  g rave of 
h e r brother-in-law , R obert G eboe. To an  ou tsider, 
this a c t m ight be v iew ed as a bizarre display of 
irony, as R obert died of lung cancer. But h ere  on 
Rocky Boy’s R eservation, th is c ig are tte  is a sacred  
offering.
Across th e  road, several curves d ee p  into 
Parker Canyon n ea r  Rocky Boy Agency, a d irt lane 
loops in f ro n t o f a small blue house . The ad d re ss  is 
Elsie’s Circle, hom e to  R obert’s w idow , Elsie.
Inside th e  hom e, a f te r  navigating th ro u g h  a 
gagg le  of ram bunctious children, o n e  finds Elsie in 
th e  kitchen. A small, co m p ac t w om an , Elsie rad ia tes 
th e  w arm  sm iles and  personality  o f a beloved 
g ran d m o th er, which she is 27 tim es over. She bakes,
sew s pow w ow  co s tu m es fo r h er family and  collects 
te a p o ts . These vessels, o f all shapes, sizes and 
colors, line o n e  of th e  dining room  walls. Elsie says 
she o u g h t to  d u s t h er collection once a year, b u t a t 
70, she adm its she  isn’t  as spry as she  o n ce  w as.
M ost of th e  te a p o ts  a re  g ifts from  friends and 
relatives and all o f th e m  w ould tell un ique stories 
if they  could speak . Her n ephew , Donnie Belcourt, 
b rough t o n e  back w ith him w hen  he co m p eted  
in th e  1992 Olympic track  trials in Louisiana. A 
faded  o range  o n e  b e lo n g ed  to  h er m o ther, Celia, 
a Cree-speaking m a s te r  h ead er. The last tim e Elsie 
coun ted , she nearly  had  200, d esp ite  th e  ac tions of 
h e r ca rp en te r  h usband  a num ber of years ago.
“ My husband  p u t new  siding on th e  h o u se ,” 
Elsie says with a half smile as sh e  sits a t h er kitchen 
tab le . “ He w as just pound ing  aw ay and  they  w ere  
falling off th e  wall.
“ I w asn ’t  h e re . I cam e hom e from  w ork and 
asked , ‘W hat hap p en ed ?’ I g a th e re d  all th e  p ieces 
and  tried  to  glue th e m  back to g e th e r . Som e I 
couldn’t .”
In 2004, Elsie w as o n ce  again picking up 
sh a tte re d  p ieces. A m ere  23 days a f te r  being 
d iagnosed  w ith lung cancer, h e r husband  of 46
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years passed  away.
“ Tw enty th re e  days.” Elsie says th e  w ords 
slowly, as if th e y  are  still hard  to  believe. “ We w en t 
to  G reat Falls and  th e  d o c to r  said, ‘It seem s like 
you’re losing a lo t o f w eig h t.’ So th ey  did all th e se  
te s ts  and  they  said, ‘You’d b e t te r  stay, w e ’re  going 
to  do  som e m o re  te s ts ,’ and  th e n  they  to ld  him th a t 
h e  had  cancer.”
A lthough th e  cancer had sp read  from  his lungs 
to  his o th e r  o rg an s and  brain, th e  d iagnosis d idn 't 
d e te r  R obert, w hom  Elsie says o ften  exhibited  
a s tu b b o rn  streak , from  lighting up his beloved 
unfiltered  Pall Malls as so o n  as they  s ta r te d  on  th e  
ioo-m ile-trip back hom e.
“W hen he g o t o u t o f th e  hospital, h e  said, 
‘W here a re  my cigarettes?  Give m e tw o ,”’ Elsie says, 
holding her h ands a t  chin level. “And h e  said, ‘I’m 
going to  p u t o n e  in each  h an d .'”
Because R obert re fu sed  hosp ice  care, Elsie qu it 
h e r job a t  th e  tribal office to  n u rse  him a t  hom e. 
D octors gave him a b o u t six m o n th s  to  live. A m an 
w ho had  w orn cow boy  b o o ts  and Levi’s every  day 
fo r years now  n ap p ed  on  th e  living room  couch 
w earing  pajam as and  tenn is shoes.
“ He just g o t w eak er every day ,” Elsie says of 
th e  m an w ho o n ce  to o k  m orning jogs a mile around  
th e  circle. “ P re tty  so o n  h e  couldn’t  drive. He w as 
h ere  up  until th e  day he d ied .”
While th e  Lung Cancer Alliance ra te s  lung 
cancer as th e  third-leading cau se  of d e a th  fo r 
American Indians, th e  s ta tistics a re  even  m o re  
dire fo r M ontana’s Indians. Indian H ealth Service 
sta tistics reveal th a t  th e  Billings-area IHS, which 
includes M on tana’s seven  reserva tions, has th e  
h ighest lung cancer fatality  ra te  o f any IHS area  in 
th e  nation.
Elsie, w h o  also lost a d a u g h te r  and  a b ro th e r  to  
cancer, w as herself d iagnosed  w ith  cervical cancer 
last year. A fter receiving tre a tm e n t five hours aw ay 
in Billings, sh e  is cancer f ree , b u t h e r a ttitu d e  is 
so m b er a f te r  w itnessing  h er loved o n e s ’ d ea th s .
“ No o n e  tells m e anything, if I have a w eek , a 
m onth , o r a year,” she  says. “ So I ju st w ait and  take 
each  day a t a tim e. W hatever will be, will b e .”
M any on  Rocky Boy’s share  a similar a ttitu d e ; 
th a t o n e 's  f a te  is fixed and th e re fo re , th e  p re se n t 
day o u g h t to  b e  en joyed to  its fu llest, health  
co n seq u en ces be dam ned . W hen tak ing  th e  tr ib e 's  
tu rb u le n t history in to  co n tex t, th is philosophy is 
m ore readily understo o d .
Rocky Boy’s is a rese rva tion  th a t a lm ost w asn ’t.
In 1896, w hen  th e  s ta te ’s o th e r  rese rva tions had 
b ee n  long  estab lished , C ongress ap p ro p ria ted  
$5,000 to  d e p o r t th e  “ Canadian C ree” back to  the ir 
ances tra l h o m e in C anada. A lthough they  w ere  
tra n sp o r te d  across th e  b o rd e r  in boxcars, th e  tribe  
re tu rn ed  to  no rth -cen tra l M ontana, th e  only hom e 
th e  cu rren t g en e ra tio n s  had  know n. O nce know n 
as “ th e  only p eo p le  in th e  U nited S ta te s  w ith o u t a 
co u n try ,” a 1916 congressional o rd e r  finally gave th e  
s c a tte re d  and  starv ing  C hippew a Cree a sovereign 
hom e, a 55,000-acre rese rv e  a t th e  fo o t o f th e  
Bear Paw  M ountains. A lthough th e  re s to ra tio n  o f a
L u an n e  B e lco u rt p laces a lit  cigarette  on  h e r bro th er-in - 
law R o b e rt G eb o e’s grave. T obacco is con sid ered  a sacred  
offering  an d  a gift to  loved o n es w h o  have d ied .
hom eland  w as com plete , th e  tr ib e  had  learned  n o t 
to  ta k e  any th ing  fo r  g ran te d .
Today, no  tru e  to w n  ex ists o n  th e  reserva tion . 
As th e  sm allest o f M o n tan a’s seven  reserva tions, 
Rocky Boy’s w ould  fit com fortab ly  inside F lathead 
Lake. Small clum ps of h o u ses  and  adm inistra tion  
buildings a p p e a r along  a n e tw o rk  o f curving roads. 
Vast fields, co n ta ined  by fen c es  choked  w ith 
p lastic bags and  tu m b lew eed s, s e p a ra te  individual 
neighbo rhoods.
T here a re  th re e  p laces on  Rocky Boy’s to
p u rch ase  to b a c c o  and  all a re  w ithin a five-m inute- 
drive o f each  o th e r. In 2005, th e  rese rva tion  
e n te re d  in to  a to b a cc o  tax  rev en u e  sharing 
a g re e m e n t w ith  th e  s ta te  o f M ontana. This m eans 
th a t  all to b a cc o  p ro d u c ts , w h e th e r  sold to  Indians 
o r  non-Indians, a re  ta x e d  a t  th e  s ta te ’s ra te  and  
th e  tr ib e  receives an  annual share  of th e  profits, 
e s tim a ted  to  b e  a ro u n d  $500,000.
The cash  influx is a w elcom e benefit t o  th is 
iso la ted  tribe . W ithou t a b u n d a n t tou rism  o r  natu ra l 
reso u rces , m any on th e  rese rva tion  s trugg le  to  
eek  o u t a living. H ow ever, th e  hea lth  p rob lem s 
th a t  arise  from  th is to b a c c o  incom e a re  crippling 
th e  o ld er g en e ra tio n , w ho a re  o ften  th e  prim ary 
careg ivers fo r  th e ir  g randch ild ren .
W hen visiting Rocky Boy's, it’s im possible n o t 
to  sp o t th e  m en , w om en  an d  te e n  sm okers and  
ch ew ers  w ho  a re  m aking th e  lung can ce r s ta tis tic  
a reality. P eop le c o n g re g a te  o u ts id e  th e ir  p laces 
o f w ork  to  ta k e  sm oke breaks. S c a tte red  c ig a re tte  
b u tts  a re  a com m on  sigh t o u ts id e  o f building 
en tryw ays.
Yet, w h en  asked  if th e y  know  of s o m e o n e  
struggling  w ith  th e  d isease , peo p le  wryly sm ile a t 
th e ir  o w n  c ig a re tte s  and  shake  th e ir  h ea d s . The 
grim  reality is th a t  w ith  its difficult, and  o ften  la te  
diagnosis, few  lung cancer p a tie n ts  survive to  see  
the ir illness fa d e  into rem ission. Their d e a th s  help 
sh ad o w  th e  p rob lem  in to  oblivion.
Until Colum bus s tu m b led  upon  th e  N ew  W orld 
in th e  15th cen tu ry , to b a c c o  w as unknow n to  
W este rn  civilization. Originally g row n  in S ou th  and  
C entral Am erica, th e  to b a c c o  p lan t m ig ra ted  no rth  
th ro u g h  t ra d e  an d  ag ricu ltu re. A ncesto rs o f to d a y ’s 
C hippew a C ree tra d e d  fu r pelts fo r  it from  so u th e rn  
tr ib es  an d  th e  H udson Bay Co.
To th e  C hippew a Cree, to b a cc o  has a spiritual 
sym bolism . T he lighting of th e  cerem onial p ipe is an 
ac t o f a so lem n  ritual th a t is a b s e n t w h en  tak ing  a 
d rag  off a rec rea tional c ig a re tte . The tr ib e  believes 
th a t p ipe sm oke carries th e ir  p rayers to  th e  C reator, 
and  th a t  fo r  tribal m e m b ers  seek ing  k now ledge , a 
gift o f to b a cc o  is alw ays ap p ro p ria te . T hose w ho  
inhale co n ced e  th a t  to b a c c o  sm oke m ight possibly 
cause  cancer, b u t believe it is a p a r t of th e  cu ltu re  
th a t ca n n o t b e  ignored.
“Tobacco w as a sacred  p lan t g iven to  us by th e  
C rea to r,”  says Lisa W hitford , a Rocky Boy’s native 
w ho o n ce  se rved  as th e  re se rv a tio n ’s to b a cc o  
p reven tion  co o rd ina to r. “ The p la n t w as ta k e n  w hen  
th e  w h ite  s e ttle rs  cam e an d  a d d e d  additives.
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T h re e  p la c e s  o n  th e  R o c k y  B o y ’s r e s e r v a t io n  s e l l  c ig a re t te s . T ax  r e v e n u e  f ro m  th e s e  sa le s  g o e s  t o  th e  t r ib e .
m ore a tten tio n  th a n  th e  rural clinic could give, a 
helicopter w as o rd ered .
For five days in G reat Falls, Helen en d u red  a 
g am ut o f b lood te s ts ,  X-rays, MRIs, CAT scans and 
finally a PET scan b efo re  d o c to rs  b roke th e  new s: 
Helen had an advanced  P ancoast tu m o r, o n e  o f 
th e  ra re s t fo rm s of lung cancer. Unlike m o st lung 
cancer tum ors th a t  d eve lop  in th e  low er lungs, 
P ancoast tum ors g ro w  in th e  u p p e r region and 
affect only 5 p e rcen t o f all lung cancer patien ts .
“A fter they  did th a t  PET scan, ( th e  oncologist) 
sa t dow n w ith m e and  my family m em b ers ,” Helen 
says. “ He gave m e th e  o p tio n s  and  said you can 
think a b o u t it.”
A lthough she knew  tre a tm e n t w ould  be costly 
and draining, b o th  physically and  em otionally  to  
bo th  h er and  h er family, Helen chose  to  fight.
“ I h a te  sta tistics ,” sh e  says, h er a rticu la te  voice 
grow ing in s tren g th . “ I d o n ’t  like to  th ink  of myself, 
o r anybody else, fo r  th a t  m a tte r, a s  a num ber. I’m 
n o t a sta tistic, I’m a  hum an being, so  if th e  sta tistics 
say o n e  th ing  I’m going  to  try  to  buck th e  system  
and be som eth ing  e lse .”
While she  decided  to  e n tru s t h e r  b ody  to  
m odern  m edicine, Helen chose to  p u t h e r faith  in 
th e  traditional spiritual w ays of h e r peop le . A Cree 
m edicine m an from  C anada cam e to  Rocky Boy’s to  
perform  a healing ce rem ony  fo r  h e r  th e  w eekend  
befo re  she began  tre a tm e n t.
u p  th e  m edication  she takes fo r h e r cancer trea tm en t. She was 
cancer in  A ugust.
Lobacco  sacred , using it
I  - f  th e ir  life, th e
~ " p p i " r  i : n  ~  i i  paradox  w hen  it 
com es to  balancing th e ir  trad itional uses of tobacco  
w ith th e  cancer sticks of th e  com m ercial age.
Rick Sunchild, w ho te a c h e s  Cree language a t 
Rocky Boy High School, n o te s  th e re  exists a distinct 
"  to b a cc o s , b o th  in
- to b a c c o  w as  during 
TJjZ. I  I’.wv! ZZ.'/j ~~~!<moke it using p ipes,” 
z':: ::::z::zz::j"zz:ztive”
Sunchild says th e  C hippew a Cree traditionally  
Y to b a cc o  w ith  o th e r  h erbs and 
.. he  resu lting  p ro d u c t, w hich they  
.....nick, m ean ing  “ th a t  w hich is m ixed,” 
:o. This 
- und in its 
irsenic and 
■ ■ 1596 o th e r
.1 W indy Boy
s w an te d  to  g o  on  a 
7 o f last year, sh e  finally 
ursion th ro u g h  th e  
o n ce  p lanned , Helen was
airlifted from  th e  helipad a t  Rocky Boy’s to  Benefis 
Hospital in G reat Falls.
Earlier in th e  day, a recurring  back pain had 
k ep t her from  going  in to  w ork  a t  th e  library a t 
S tone Child College. A lthough Helen d rea d ed  visits 
to  th e  do cto r, and  
h a d n ’t  had  a checkup 
since sh e 'd  suffered 
from  pneum onia  tw o  
years earlier, th e  pain 
w as sev ere  en o u g h  to  
p e rsu a d e  h er to  drive 
to  th e  rese rv a tio n ’s 
hea lth  clinic.
“ I rem em b er 
having th a t backache 
fo r several m on ths, 
m aybe a year,”  she 
says.
D octors initially 
su sp e c te d  a h ea rt 
issue w hen  she 
m en tio n ed  th e  
sho o tin g  pain she w as 
also  experiencing  in 
h e r  left arm . B ecause H elen  S tam per W indy Boy lines
th a t  w ould d em an d  d iagnosed  w ith  stage-th ree  lung
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She to o k  a leave of ab sen c e  from  h e r  job to  
en d u re  six w eeks o f chem o an d  radiation befo re  
undergo ing  surgery  to  rem ove th e  tum or. The 
surgery  lasted  e igh t hours, six hours longer than  
ex p ec ted , and  involved th e  rem oval of tw o  u p p er 
ribs, o n e  th ird  of H elen’s left lung and  a nerve 
cluster, which w as th e  sou rce  o f h er back pain.
While Helen had  experienced  minimal 
d iscom fort from  h e r  chem o and  radiation, th e  
surgery  pushed  h e r  body to  its limits. As a resu lt 
o f nerve d am ag e from  th e  o p era tio n , Helen finds 
herse lf in daily pain, a pain th a t she  says is on  p ar 
w ith w h a t she  experienced  w hen  sh e  first w e n t to  
th e  clinic in A ugust. A daily d o se  of m orphine and 
Vicodin d o es  little to  ea se  h e r d iscom fort.
“ I deal w ith it every  m inu te, b u t you know  
w hat? I’m alive,” sh e  says, ta p p in g  h er fingers on  a 
blue m ug of coffee. “W ithout th e  tre a tm e n t I w en t 
th ro u g h , I m ight n o t b e .”
Helen is n o t naive a b o u t w h a t landed  h er on 
th e  surgery  tab le  last N ovem ber. The denial she 
o n ce  had  a b o u t h e r fo rm e r to b acco  hab it has b een  
rep laced  w ith  a s tro n g  conviction.
“ I sm oked  off and  on fo r 40  years,” sh e  says. “ If 
th e re  w as anything I’d do  d iffe ren t it w ould b e  n o t 
to  sm oke, b ecau se  I’m  p re tty  convinced th a t  th a t ’s 
w h a t caused  lung can ce r.”
A lthough she d idn ’t  realize it a t  th e  tim e,
Helen sm oked  h er la s t c ig a re tte  on  th e  day of her 
he licop ter ride. N icotine p a tch es, w hich helped 
h er fight su b se q u e n t cravings, w ere  paid fo r  out- 
o f-pocket. M eanw hile, Helen, w ho d o e s n ’t  have 
hea lth  insurance, d o e s n ’t  know  how  m uch h er 
hospital bills to ta l. Envelopes arrive in th e  mail, b u t 
m o st rem ain sealed , helping to  distill th e  d read  of 
know ing th e  full am ount.
“ I o p e n e d  o n e  of th e m  o n e  day and it w as 
$67,000,” she  says. “ Ever since th e n , I h av en ’t 
o p e n e d  th e m .”
T hese enve lopes can  b e  fo und  th ro u g h o u t th e  
house she ren ts  from  h e r  n ephew , m ixed in w ith 
Wall S tre e t Journals, and  piled on  a desk. Helen 
picks o n e  up and  n o te s  th a t it bea rs a  m uddy stam p  
from  th e  shoe  o f o n e  of th e  th re e  grandchildren  
w ho live w ith  her. Trying to  stay  positive, she  
ignores th e  bills, b u t collection no tices have s ta rte d  
arriving, add ing  to  h e r  cancer’s p a p e r  trail.
“They’re  n o t g e ttin g  paid ,” Helen says, “ b u t I 
know  eventually  th e y  will. From my experiences in 
th e  p a s t w ith  co n tra c t health , is th a t  it ta k es  th e m  
tim e.”
Her h usband , A ndrew , d ro p s off th e  bills a t 
th e  hea lth  clinic on  Rocky Boy’s w hen  he g o es  to  
w ork. The envelopes end  up  in th e  han d s o f Carole 
H enderson , w ho m an ag es th e  tr ib e ’s co n trac t 
hea lth  services.
H enderson  is o n e  of m any access po in ts  to  
a bu reaucratic  chain th a t  s tem s from  a  prom ise 
th e  U.S. g o v ern m en t m ade  to  prov ide hea lth  care 
to  Native A m ericans in ex ch an g e  fo r th e ir  lands. 
H enderson  w orks in a b asem e n t office a t  th e  health  
clinic, accessed  th ro u g h  a m aze o f b eige-pain ted  
hallways. It is up to  h er and  a n o th e r  w o m an  to  so rt 
th ro u g h  th e  m edical c o n tra c t bills an d  see  th a t  they  
g e t  paid.
“T here’s never en o u g h  m oney ,”  H enderson  
says, sighing as she  leans back in h e r desk  chair. 
M ulticolored sticky n o te s  ad o rn  a bulletin board  a t 
h e r  side, signaling th e  p ap e rw o rk  an d  dead lines she  
faces.
Because m odern  cancer t re a tm e n t is 
n o n ex is te n t on th e  rese rva tion , p a tien ts  suffering 
from  lung cancer m ust travel to  G reat Falls fo r the ir 
surgery , rad iation  and  chem o. This journey  adds 
ho te l, gas and  m eal ta b s  to  th e  to ta l bill, so m e of 
w hich is picked up  by a tribal tra n sp o rta tio n  office.
Rocky Boy’s is o n e  o f M o n tan a’s rese rva tions 
th a t  o p e ra te s  its ow n hea lth  ca re  system . A lthough 
th e  tribe  receives IHS funding, it con tro ls and 
o p e ra te s  tribal hea lth  services w ith o u t IHS’s daily 
oversigh t. While tribal leaders p re fe r  th is system  
to  being  run by IHS, th e  tribe  faces difficulties in 
finding en ough  funding  to  en su re  p ro p e r  medical 
ca re  fo r all tribal m em bers. In 2006, th e  tribe 
bo rrow ed  $2.8 million from  th e  D enver-based 
Native A m erican Bank to  cover a shortfall in 
co n tra c t hea lth  care. They p ledged  fu tu re  earnings 
from  the ir to b acco  tax  rev en u e  to  secu re  th e  loan.
It is a n o th e r  m o m e n t rich in irony. Essentially 
th e  tr ib e  is taking care of its sick from  m oney  it 
m akes off a p ro d u c t th a t m akes its p eo p le  sick.
A lthough hea lth  care on  Rocky Boy’s has com e 
a long w ay since th e  D epression— w hen  a Havre 
d o c to r  w ould  drive 25 m iles to  visit th e  reserva tion  
o n ce  a m o n th — to  boasting  a $13 million clinic, it 
rem ains an im perfec t system . W ide ho les exist in 
th e  cancer sc reen ing  p rocess, and  m any p eo p le  slip 
th ro u g h .
Three years ago , th e  rese rv a tio n ’s clinic was 
given a m achine th a t  uses co m p u te r  techno logy  
to  help  rad iologists d e te c t lung cancer. But this 
ad d re sses  solely th e  sym ptom s of th e  p rob lem  and
n o t th e  cause.
Only a sy stem atic  ch a n g e  will b e  en o u g h  to  
reverse  th e  s ta tistics ; sta tistics , as n o te d  by Helen 
W indy Boy, th a t  s ta n d  fo r real hum an beings, 
an d  n o t m ean ing less num bers . These s ta tistics 
re p re se n t th e  lives and  d e a th s  o f  R obert G eboe and  
co u n tless  o th e rs  w h o  gam bled  and  lost on  to b a cc o  
ro u le tte .
Jud i Houle is o n e  tribal m em b er w h o  sm okes, 
b u t d o e sn ’t  le t it w orry  her.
“ I’m  h ea lth y ,” m aintains Houle, w ho w orks 
a t  th e  Rocky Boy’s S enior Citizen C enter, a lofty 
building th a t  sm ells o f cake and  c ig a re ttes . Houle, 
b o th  a g ra n d m o th e r  and  a long-tim e sm oker, 
believes th a t  g en e tic s  play a p a r t in determ in ing  
w ho  will g e t  sick from  cancer.
A lthough Houle ap p e a rs  to  be a hea lthy  w om an  
o f m iddle age , a sharp  cough  in te rru p ts  h e r tra in  of 
th o u g h t and  ra ttle s  h er dangling  fe a th e r  earrings.
H elen S tam p er W in d y  Boy so r ts  th ro u g h  u n o p en ed  
m edical b ills . The tr ib a l hea lth  serv ice  has ye t to  pay 
th o u san d s  o f  do lla rs  in b ills th a t have accrued .
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T h e  vomit was yellow 
and foamy and it came up 
all the time. Arvilla Crasco 
had been sick before, but 
never like this.
She called th e m  attacks. This one, a t th e  bingo 
hall, d id n 't com e w ith th e  w arning of n au sea . One 
second  she  w as filling in h er card a t th e  tab le , th e  
n ex t sh e  fe lt it com ing up. She to o k  a sh o r t gasp  
and  lunged fo r th e  n e a re s t tra sh  can. In fro n t of 
h er friends, peop le  she knew , sh e  g ag g ed  and 
heaved  th e  b itte r  bile and  foam . Foam. Because h er 
s tom ach  d id n 't have anyth ing  left fo r h e r to  expel.
It had to  b e  H. pylori. Everyone on  th e  Fort 
Belknap Indian R eservation  in n o rth  central 
M ontana know s so m e o n e  w ho  has it. Crasco does. 
Her niece has it, and  a neighbor ju s t on  th e  o th e r  
side o f h e r ho u se  does to o .
- So d o es  an es tim a ted  one-th ird  of th e  U.S. 
population , b u t m o s t w ho  co n tra c t it will n o t have 
any sym ptom s. In any o th e r  p lace, a bacterium  like 
H. pylori w o n ’t  likely b e  th e  top ic of discussion a t 
a local bingo hall. In any o th e r  p lace, a t  th e  m ere 
m ention of its nam e, p eo p le  w o n ’t  b e  ab le to  list 
th e  friends and  family m em bers they  know  w ho 
have g o tte n  H. pylori.
Little d a ta  ex ists ab o u t H. pylori infection in th e  
U nited S ta tes. Even less is know n a b o u t infection 
on Fort Belknap, a 675,000-acre reserva tion  located
Fort Belknap Agency
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ABO VE: Tracy King, p re s id en t o f  th e  F o rt B elknap In d ian  C o m m unity  C ouncil, d isp lays a sam ple  tak en  from  Sw ift G ulch. 
The creek  ru n n in g  th ro u g h  th e  gu lch  gets its red  co lo ra tio n  from  ru n o ff  from  th e  Z o rtm an -L an d u sk y  go ld  m ine o n  the  
so u th eas t edge o f  th e  reserv a tio n .
O P P O S IT E : A young  girl h e lp s h e r fam ily  co llect w ater a t th e  Snake B utte  sp ring . M any re se rv a tio n  re s id en ts  d o n ’t  tru s t 
th e  p u rity  o f  th e  w a ter p ip ed  in to  th e ir  ho m es an d  choose  sp rin g  w ater in stead .
along M on tana’s n o rth e rn  tier. So it’s hard  to  tell 
exactly w h e th e r  H. pylori infection is h igher on  Fort 
Belknap th a n  in o th e r  p laces in th e  s ta te . It’s even 
h ard e r to  tell w h ere  it com es from .
For Arvilla Crasco, th e  an sw er is righ t o u ts id e  
her w indow . She can  look o u t an d  see  a w a te r  
tan k  th a t  to w e rs  o v er th e  one-sto ry  hom es in her 
ne ighborhood . For her, she  says it’s w hy she ca n ’t 
e a t  red  m ea t w ith o u t re tch ing  it back up anym ore. 
For her, th e  w a te r  is w hy she h asn ’t  fe lt like herself 
since 2003, w hen  sh e  w as officially d iag n o sed  w ith 
having H. pylori. For her, it’s th e  reason  she ca n ’t 
g e t o u t of b ed  so m e m ornings, and  m issed  so  m any 
days w orking fo r th e  tribal housing d ep a r tm e n t, she 
says, th a t  she  eventually  d ec ided  to  quit. For her, 
it’s w hy sh e ’ll still g e t  th e  occasional a ttac k  a f te r  
slipping a little and  ea tin g  half o f a burrito .
“ I w o u ld n 't w ish th is on anybody ,” she says. 
“ You really g e t d ep re ssed . You g e t  tired  of feeling 
sick all th e  tim e .”
A lo t of p eo p le  on  Fort Belknap a re  tired . 
They’re tired  o f w a te r  p rob lem s o n  th e  reserva tion  
and  tired  of th e  w a te r  w o es inflicted on  them .
On th e  so u th e rn  ed g e  of th e  rese rva tion , Swift 
Gulch runs red  from  pollution caused  by th e  now  
bankrup t Zortm an-Landusky gold  m ine in th e  
Little Rocky M ountains. Up no rth , in th e  Agency, 
th e  m urky w a te r  from  th e  Milk River flow ed fo r 
years in to  a d ilap idated  tre a tm e n t p lan t th a t 
cou ldn’t  keep up w ith  th e  d em an d s o f a grow ing  
population  o r w ith th e  changing  s tan d ard s  of th e  
Environm ental P ro tection  Agency. For a b o u t five 
years, th e  EPA has m ain ta ined  a regu lar boil o rd er 
fo r Fort Belknap, a w arning to  boil th e  ta p  w a te r  
be fo re  drinking or cooking w ith it because  of an 
unsafe  level of bacteria .
M eanw hile, p eo p le  like Crasco g e t sick, and 
they  d eem  it only fair to  po in t th e ir  fingers a t th e  
w ate r. P eople have g o tte n  sick b efo re , o n e  w a te r  
source  has b een  po llu ted  befo re , an d  th e  EPA has 
b een  telling peop le  to  stay  aw ay from  th e  A gency’s 
ta p  w a te r  fo r a b o u t half a d ecade  -  th o se  a re  th e  
facts. Beyond th a t, th e  rela tionsh ip  b e tw e en  w a te r  
and  public hea lth  on  this reserva tion  ex ists solely in 
how  peop le  choose  to  perceive it. And th a t ’s w h ere  
th e  w a te rs  really g e t  po isoned.
H. pylori is sh o rt fo r a bac teria  called 
H elicobacter pylori. Infection can  cause  any num ber 
of stom ach  problem s, ranging from  dyspepsia, 
ulcers or, in rare cases, lead to  s to m ach  cancer. But 
in m o st cases, it d o e s n ’t  do  m uch o f anything. The
only way to  know  w h e th e r  so m e o n e  has it is to  te s t  
fo r it specifically. But since m any p eo p le  in fected  
w ith  it d o n ’t  show  sym ptom s, it usually g oes 
unno ticed .
Not in Fort Belknap, how ever.
G regory Zaar, th e  chief m edical officer fo r th e  
Indian H ealth Service clinic a t  Fort Belknap Agency, 
says th a t  a lthough  h e  sees only a few  pa tien ts  
com plaining o f s to m ach  p rob lem s, “ th e  rum or mill 
is ram p a n t.”
For Zaar, th e  reality ex ists  in th e  d a ta , and  since 
it w ould  ta k e  a significant n u m b e r o f s to m ach  illness 
cases to  a t tra c t th e  ty p e  o f co m prehensive  study  
n ee d ed  to  exam ine H. pylori on  th e  rese rva tion , th e  
only d a ta  h e  can rely on  is in w h a t h e 's  seen .
“ I d o n ’t  th ink  th a t  th e re  is a  p ro b lem ,” he says. 
But Zaar d o e sn ’t  d iscoun t th e  p e rc ep tio n  of one.
Don T hom as, a physician w h o  w orks in th e  
Eagle Child Health C en ter in Hays, a to w n  on  th e  
so u th e rn  end  of th e  rese rva tion , says percep tio n  
can have a lo t to  do  w ith ev en  th e  n u m b er of 
d o cu m en te d  H. Pylori cases on  th e  rese rva tion .
“ It’s looked fo r very frequen tly , and  so  it’s 
found  very freq u en tly ,” h e  says.
Thom as o p e ra te s  in Hays, w h e re  unlike in th e
Agency, e ffo rts  fo r an  u p d a te d  tre a tm e n t p lan t 
a re  fu r th e r  on th e  horizon. For now , even  th o u g h  
h e  has no  reaso n  to  say th a t  cases o f H. pylori a re  
h igher on  Fort Belknap th a n  anyw here  else, he 
w o n ’t  b e  drinking w h a t co m es from  his ta p  anytim e 
soon .
W h e th e r H. pylori actually d o es  com e from  th e  
w a te r  is hard  to  pin dow n. The EPA lists 53 organic 
co n tam in an ts  th a t  it te s ts  fo r  in drinking w ate r. The 
m o s t usual culprit th a t  th e  EPA finds a f te r  te s ts  o f 
th e  A gency’s w a te r  a re  bac te ria  usually fo und  in 
fecal m a tte r , w hich d o e sn ’t  rule o u t th e  possibility 
o f H. pylori, b u t th e  EPA d o e sn ’t  te s t  fo r th e  
bac te ria  specifically.
S tud ies do  list m unicipal w a te r  con tam ination  
a s  o n e  o f th e  so u rces of infection , b ec au se  it’s m o st 
com m only  p assed  from  p erso n  to  p e rso n , b u t a 
m ore  likely cause  re la te s  to  low er socioeconom ic 
s ta tu s  an d  h o u ses w ith  m any p eo p le  living in close 
q u a rte rs . Both o f th o s e  cond itions ex ist on  Fort 
Belknap, Thom as says. And a f te r  listing a h o s t o f 
o th e r  possibilities— fo o d -b o rn e  in fections, d irect 
co n ta c t w ith  fecal m a tte r— Thom as eventually  
se ttle s  on  th e  m o s t com m on  a n sw e r a b o u t this 
d isease  an d  its causes  on  Fort Belknap.
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“W e d o n ’t  know ,” he says. “ T hat’s th e  sim ple 
a n sw er to  th a t  q u es tio n .”
But n o t know ing  is n o t an  an sw er th a t satisfies 
m any w ho live on  th is  rese rva tion . An A lbertson 's 
g rocery  s to re  in Harlem, just a few  miles ou tside 
o f th e  rese rva tion  b o rd ers  and  a five-m inute drive 
from  Fort Belknap Agency, has m ade a com m odity 
o u t o f p eo p le ’s uncertain ty .
Those uneasy  a b o u t w h a t’s in th e ir  ta p  w a te r  
will com e here  an d  load do w n  the ir ca rts  w ith five- 
gallon w a te r  jugs o f s to re -b o u g h t w ate r.
A filling s ta tio n  fo r  w a te r  jugs sits a t th e  fron t 
o f th e  s to re , o ften  causing congestion  b e tw e en  
th e  peop le  filling up  and  th e  peop le  checking out.
A section  of shelves in o n e  aisle is d ev o ted  to  
d iffe ren t b ran d s o f b o ttle d  w ate r, and  any o th e r  
space th e  s to re  has le ft is usually d ev o ted  to  cases 
o f 20-ounce b o ttle s .
W hen Tracy King w as grow ing up, th e  only 
running w a te r  h e  knew  w as th e  creek. King is th e  
p res id e n t of th e  Fort Belknap Indian Community 
Council, th e  govern ing  body o f th e  reserva tion  th a t 
re p re se n ts  th e  tw o  trib es  enrolled in Fort Belknap, 
th e  A ssiniboine and  th e  Gros Ventre. King g rew  up 
here , and  rem em b ers  a childhood in th e  1950s and 
’60s in which th e  only b a th ro o m s h e  used w ere 
o u th o u se s . By th e  1970s, running w a te r  w as a fairly 
new  co n cep t on Fort Belknap, and a t  ab o u t the  
sam e tim e, th e  Bureau o f Indian Affairs decided 
to  cede  control o f th e  w a te r  system  to  th e  tribal 
m em bers. Fort Belknap’s original w a te r  tre a tm e n t
A F o rt B elknap  
re s id en t buys 
clean  w ater a t th e  
A lb e rtso n ’s g ro ­
cery sto re  in  nearby  
H arlem . There is no 
g rocery  sto re  o n  the 
reserv a tio n , so m any 
resid en ts  trave l th e  
th ree  m iles from  th e  
reserva tion  b o u n d a ry  
to  sto ck  up.
A rvilla  C rasco adds b leach to  her d ishw ater to  kill any bacteria  o r  co n tam in an ts  th a t m igh t be  in th e  tap  w ater. A rvilla  was 
d iagnosed  w ith  H . py lori in  2003, a ty p e  o f  b ac te ria  th a t can  cause acu te  stom ach  upse ts.
p lan t w as built shortly  a f te r  th a t. According to  
King, th e  rese rv a tio n ’s m odern  troub les w ith w a te r  
began  th e re .
“ How do  you m ake a decision w hen  you d o n ’t
even know  w h at to ile t p ap e r  is?”  King asks.
The original tre a tm e n t p lan t soon  becam e 
to o  old to  k eep  up w ith th e  d em ands of th e  EPA, 
and  to o  small to  keep  up w ith th e  d em ands of the  
rese rva tion ’s g row ing  popu la tion . O ne of th e  main 
functions of th e  tre a tm e n t p lan t is to  m easu re  the  
w a te r’s turbidity, w hich is a m easu re  of how  clear 
th e  w a te r  is.
Murky w a te r  in itself d o e sn ’t  necessarily m ean 
it’s unsafe  to  drink, b u t it can  b e  an indication of 
bacterial con tam ination . The EPA has se t tu rbid ity  
s tan d ard s  fo r drinking w a te r  to  p rev e n t th a t. If 
th e  p lan t m easu res anyth ing  h igher th a n  th o se  
s tandards, o p e ra to rs  m u st send  a sam ple to  a lab 
in Lew istow n, w h ere  it will b e  te s te d  fo r harm ful 
bacteria to  d e te rm in e  if a boil o rd e r  should  be 
issued. A ccording to  EPA s tan d ard s, no m ore than  
30 hours can pass  b e tw e en  th e  lab re q u e s t and  th e  
w a te r  analysis.
U nder s tr ic te r EPA guidelines th a n  in th e  pas t, 
m ore  peop le  to  serve, and  a fairly tu rb id  w a te r  
sou rce  to  begin w ith , th e  p lan t has had  no choice 
b u t to  issue boil o rd ers  a lm ost constan tly  since 
2005.
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Pipes pu m p  in  w a ter from  th e  M ilk R iver fo r  trea tm e n t a t th e  p lan t. A t left, th e  p ip e  system  at th e  o ld  plan t. 
A t rig h t, a p ip e  in  th e  new ly b u ilt trea tm e n t p lan t.
That ap p e a rs  a b o u t to  change. In la te  M arch, 
a f te r  a lm ost a d ecad e  of trying to  secu re  funding 
th ro u g h  g o v e rn m e n t g ran ts  and  loans, a  b rand  new  
tre a tm e n t p lan t o p en e d  up. It’s bigger, u ses b e t te r  
techno logy  and  d ep en d s  m ore on  au to m atio n . But 
a f te r  a lm o st five years o f c o n s ta n t EPA violations, 
regu la to rs w ith  th e  federa l agency  w o n ’t  lift th e  
cu rren t boil o rd e r  until they  se e  th re e  s tra ig h t 
m on th s o f o p era tio n  w ith o u t any violations. A 
rough road  lies ah ead  in g e ttin g  a m istrustful 
population  on  board  w ith  its new , and hopefully 
im proved, ta p  w a te r.
“ I d o n ’t  drink any w a te r  un less I know  th a t  it 
com es from  a b o ttle ,” says R ow ena Gone, w h o  says 
she raised h e r  children to  never drink from  th e  tap .
Even th o u g h  Gone has heard  of th e  new  p lan t and 
th e  possibility o f clean w a te r  from  th e  ta p , sh e  says 
sh e ’ll still avoid it. T hree o f h er adu lt children have 
g o tte n  sick in rec en t years, she  says, and  th e  only 
reason  sh e  know s is b ecau se  they  d rank  from  th e  
tap .
Gone buys w a te r  w hen  sh e 's  p ressed  fo r tim e.
Usually, like m any o th e rs , she  m akes th e  20-m inute 
drive from  th e  A gency to  Snake B utte, w here  
peop le  can g e t f ree , c lear w a te r  from  a natural 
spring. For m any, it’s th e  b es t op tion . But even 
Snake B utte is p lagued  by its ow n list o f unknow ns.
Gone, even  th o u g h  she con tinues to  drink it, has 
heard  rum ors a b o u t n itra te  in th e  w ate r. O thers 
taik a b o u t th e  possibility o f arsenic. Som e w h o  have 
g o tte n  a case  o f H. pylori say th a t  it w a sn ’t  from  the  
tap , b u t from  Snake B utte.
Those rum ors a re n ’t  s topp ing  th e  succession of 
p eo p le  w ho  com e, m inutes ap a rt, w ith five-gallon 
jugs in th e  backs of th e ir  vehicles, to  fill up  the ir 
w a te r  and  ta k e  it hom e w ith  th e m . It’s natural, they  
say. It’s ours. And th a t 's  en o u g h  fo r them .
At Snake B utte, th e  natural spring  flow s o u t 
th ro u g h  a long pipe th a t  ju ts  o u t o f th e  s tony  flat- 
to p p e d  hill th a t  overlooks th e  Agency. Clear, cold 
w a te r  s tream s from  th e  pipe constan tly , w hich is 
su p p o rted  by tw o  s to n e  pillars th a t  look a lm ost 
like anc ien t a ltars — built to  su p p o rt a natu ra l life 
source . U nder th e  c o n s ta n t w h isper o f th e  w a te r  
leaving th e  p ipe and flow ing in to  a tiny stream , 
th e re  is a certain  sacred n ess  to  w h a t goes o n  here , 
here  w h ere  th e  w a te r  flow s clear. N ot red . N ot 
tu rb id . On th e  last s to n e  pillar, five unlit c ig a re ttes  
have b ee n  w ed g ed  on  b o th  sides w h ere  th e  pipe is 
secu red  to  s to n e . A few  q u a rte rs  have b een  placed 
on  w h a te v er f la t su rfaces th e  pillar has. T hese are 
offerings, exchanges fo r  th e  w a te r  th a t  th e  peop le  
ta k e  to  th e ir  hom es.
But n o t all is sacred  h ere . On th e  side of a
fla t rock, so m e o n e  sp ray-pain ted  th e  w ords, “ No 
Dum ping.”  And aro u n d  th e  w a te r, M cDonald’s 
w rap p ers , em p ty  Bud Light tall boys and  used  
p lastic co n ta in e rs  o f h an d  san itizer flo u t th e  
m e ssa g e ’s in te n t. T here is no  p a tte rn  o r  d e lib era te  
placing of th e s e  artifacts.
For Fort Belknap, w a te r  is so m e th in g  to  bo th  
cherish  and  deride . It’s so m e th in g  th a t  p eo p le  will 
sim ultaneously  rev e re  as th e  sou rce  of life y e t rue 
as so m e th in g  th a t  dim inishes it. A d isease  m ay n o t 
b e  epidem ic, b u t confusion  is.
Snake B u tte ’s w h isper is gradually d ro w n e d  o u t 
by Kanye W est’s “ H eartless” brim m ing o u t of th e  
rolled up  w indow s o f a g ree n  m idsize car.
G eorge T ellstoom anystories an d  his buddy  pull 
up  to  th e  spring  and  fe tc h  a few  five-gallon jugs 
o u t o f th e  trunk . They’re  talking a b o u t w a te r . How 
it’s no g o o d  e x c e p t fo r h ere  a t  th e  sp ring  an d  how  
his baby  boy g o t sick from  th e  ta p  w a te r  n o t to o  
long  ago . As he fills o n e  o f his jugs, it beg ins to  
leak. He cu rses an d  to sse s  th e  defective  v essel on 
th e  g ro u n d  w h ere  th e  w a te r  slowly leaks back in to  
th e  spring. A fter filling up tw o  g o o d  jugs, h e  has a 
sm oke. B efore h e  leaves, th o u g h , h e  b reaks a n o th e r  
c ig a re tte  in half an d  places it on  th e  s to n e  pillar.
T ellstoom anystories g e ts  back in his car, and
drives off w ith  10 m ore gallons of w a te r  th a t  h e ’ll be
ab le  to  b ring  hom e. Kanye fad e s  an d  th e  p e rp e tu a l
w h isper o f S nake B u tte ’s natu ra l spring  can  be
hea rd  again . On th e  g round , th e  leaky jug rem ains.
A  
V
A fter filling 
several jugs o f 
w ater a t  Snake 
B u tte  sp ring , 
G eorge Tell­
s to o m an y sto ries 
leaves b eh in d  
tobacco , in  th e  
fo rm  o f  a 
c igarette , as an  
offering  o f  th an k s .
♦ The University o f Montana
O n  the 14th second of 
every minute, the green 
punch clock on the wall of 
the Lame Deer Emergency 
Response Service’s kitchen 
emits a pressurized snap.
Param edic Sandy Bruised Head and  on-duty 
d isp a tch er Karilyn Brady d o n ’t  seem  to  no tice it 
m uch as they  play o n e  o f th e ir  coun tless g am es of 
Y ahtzee. Fellow param edic Charlee Prince looks 
on, resting  h er chin on  a Diet Coke b o ttle . A black 
cord less p h o n e  sits off to  th e  side of th e  gam e—  
silent, fo r  now .
It’s Friday n ight on  th e  N orthern  C heyenne 
R eservation , w h ere  ab o u t 4 ,500 C heyenne live on
Written by
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Photography by 
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land located  a b o u t 100 m iles e a s t o f Billings, it’s 
th e  s ta r t o f Easter w eekend  and  a day a f te r  tribal 
payday, a com bination  th a t m ay well m ean  a busy 
n igh t fo r th e  am bulances. Because th e  reservation  
prohibits alcohol sa les o r consum ption , som e 
reserva tion  residen ts  drive to  o n e  of th e  bars just 
beyond N orthern  C heyenne borders, like th e  Kirby 
Saloon and  J im tow n Bar. Judg ing  by th e  num ber of 
c ro sses on th e  roadside  b e tw e en  Lame Deer, th e
Population: 4,470 
Native: 91% 
Counties: 
R osebud, Big Horn 
R eservation center: 
Lame Deer
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LEFT: O dell C reek  Road 
co n n ec ts  A shland  to 
B irney. A lthough  i t ’s just 
over 20 m iles long , it 
takes m ore  th an  an  h o u r 
to  travel. Such roads are 
com m o n  o n  th e  N o rth e rn  
C heyenne 
R eservation , w hich spans 
693 sq u are  m iles in 
so u th eas t M ontana. 
R IG H T : Param edics 
C harlee  P rince, left, and  
Sandy B ru ised  Head, 
cen ter, p lay  a gam e o f  
Yahtzee w ith  d ispa tcher 
K arilyn  B rady in  th e  EMS 
bu ild ing  w hile w aiting  for 
a n  em ergency  call.
h ea rt o f th e  reserva tion , and  its outly ing areas , th is 
trip  back from  a n igh t o u t can b e  sh o r t and  brutal.
The EMS building— m ore o f a trailer, really—  
is located  a block aw ay from  Lame D eer’s only 
stop ligh t. Its in te rio r is lit by tw o  panels of 
fluo rescen t lights, en o u g h  to  illum inate th e  kitchen 
area  while th e  re s t o f th e  main room  rem ains in 
darkness. Bruised Head and  Brady each  g rab  a slice 
o f banana b read  on th e  s to v e to p  as Prince goes 
into th e  d isp a tch er’s room  located  p as t th e  TV and  
th e  L-shaped couch. Brady ta k es  th e  dice an d  rolls 
tw o  fours, a one , a five and  a six.
Ju s t a fte r  8, th e  p h o n e  rings.
“ A m bulance serv ices,” Brady says. She listens 
fo r a m o m en t w ith o u t m aking any m o v em en t, th e n  
quickly m arches to  th e  d isp a tch er’s room , w ith 
Bruised Head o n  h er heels. A 40-year-old w om an 
nam ed V anessa is vom iting and  having seizures. 
V anessa lives in to w n , w hich w o n ’t  b e  a long drive 
—  a t least co m p ared  to  w h a t th is  crew  is used  to . 
Prince w alks dow n a dim  corridor to  a room  w here 
am bulance driver M aurice Little is sleeping.
“Com e o n ,” Prince says to  Little. “ Get th o se  
baby blues m oving.”
Prince, Bruised Head and  Little pile into th e  
am bulance and  pull o u t o n to  Highway 212 fo r  the  
th ree -m inu te  trip  to  V anessa 's house . Inside, a 
young girl— V anessa’s g ra n d d a u g h te r— sta n d s  in a 
dimly lit hallway, holding an  Easter baske t. V anessa 
lies p ro s tra te  on  a b ed  in a room  w ith  purp le walls; 
her shoeless fe e t dang le  off th e  bed . Her s is ter 
tells th e  param edics V anessa has b ee n  drinking 
w hiskey and has sn o rted  ground-up  hydrocodone, 
a narco tic  painkiller. Family m em b ers , including h er 
g ran d d au g h ter, filter in to  th e  room  and  w atch  w ith 
seem ingly little em otion . Soon a seizure overtakes 
V anessa. As she convulses, she  le ts  o u t high- 
p itched , laughter-like g asp s w ith each  spasm .
The param edics tra n sfe r  V anessa from  h er bed 
to  a gurney  and  into th e  am bulance, all th e  while 
holding a  bucket fo r her. The ride to  th e  N orthern  
C heyenne Service Unit, th e  rese rv a tio n 's  hea lth ­
ca re  facility, tak es a little m ore  th a n  th re e  m inu tes 
from  V anessa’s house . O nce adm itted , sh e ’s placed 
in a hospital b ed  and  given a n o th e r  bucket. Prince 
says V anessa will s tay  h e re  fo r o bserva tion  while 
she  so b e rs  up befo re  she is se n t to  jail fo r a night 
b ecau se  of h er illegal alcohol and  pill intake.
Shortly a f te r  9 p .m ., th e  EMTs g e t  a n o th e r  
call, th is tim e to  an  em ergency  involving a w om an 
in Ashland, som e 20 m iles aw ay. The s te e p  and
w inding roads a re  tre a c h e ro u s  th is  tim e of night, so 
th e y ’ll n eed  to  be as careful, and  sw ift, as possible.
•  •  •
The N orthern  C heyenne R eservation , located  
a b o u t 20 miles sou th  of Colstrip, sp an s m ore 
than  4 40 ,000  acres in so u th e a s te rn  M ontana.
On a clear day, o n e  can  se e  ju tting  b u tte s  o f red 
shale and  rolling hills of sag e  g rass  s tre tc h  tow ard  
th e  horizon. Lame D eer sits a t  th e  in te rsec tion  
o f Highways 4, 39 an d  212. B ranching off th e se  
highw ays a re  num erous d irt roads, so m e of which 
lead to  ranches, houses, o r serve as ro u n d ab o u t 
ro u te s  to  g e t from  o n e  end  of th e  rese rva tion  to  
th e  o ther.
While th e  rese rv a tio n 's  re m o te  location  gives 
it a certain  Wild W est allure, th e  d is tan ce  to  a 
m ajor m edical c e n te r  can cau se  p rob lem s fo r th o se  
suffering  from  severe  trau m a o r in dire n ee d  of 
em ergency  care. Though th e  hospital facilities are 
eq u ip p ed  w ith  24-hour u rg en t care , th e y  lack th e  
m eans and  personnel to  p erfo rm  surgeries, do 
m ore th a n  stabilize h ea rt a ttac k  o r s tro k e  victims, 
o r deal w ith o th e r  serious ailm ents. In th e  ca se  of 
a life-threaten ing  em ergency , p a tien ts  m u st be 
tran sfe rred  to  Billings. S om etim es, an  am bulance 
carries p a tien ts  60 miles ac ro ss  Highway 212 to  I-90 
and  th e n  a n o th e r  40  miles to  Billings, w hich tak es 
a b o u t an  hou r and a half. In particularly severe 
instances, so m e p a tien ts  a re  tra n sp o rte d  via Life 
Flight helicop ter in to  Billings, w hich tak es
a b o u t 30 m inutes.
It’s m o re  th a n  just th e  rese rv a tio n 's  d is tan ce  
to  a d e q u a te  facilities th a t  m akes it challenging 
to  resp o n d  to  em erg en c ies  —  it’s th e  rese rva tion  
itself. B ecause o f its v as tn ess , it can  ta k e  30 m inu tes 
o r m ore  fo r crew s to  arrive a t  a scene , th e n  an 
additional half h o u r o r so  to  g e t  back to  Lame 
D eer to  have th e  p a tie n t eva lua ted . Tack on  th e  
ex tra  tim e  fo r  critically ill o r injured p a tie n ts  to  be 
tra n sp o r te d  to  Billings and  th e  re m o te n e s s  can  
have life o r d e a th  consequences .
Ken S attler, a fo rm er EMT on  th e  N orthern  
C heyenne R eservation , can  a t te s t  to  th is harsh  
reality. O ne instance, h e  says, b e s t illustrates th e  
difficulties o f resp o n d in g  to  calls in such a rem o te  
location.
It w as early  in his ca reer, so early th a t  he 
h a d n ’t  ev en  adm in iste red  CPR on a p a tie n t yet. He 
rem em b ers  being  d isp a tch ed  to  Birney, 21 miles 
so u th w e s t o f Lame Deer, w h ere  a m an had  b een  
kicked an d  b e a te n  w ith  baseball b a ts . The drive 
to o k  m ore th a n  20 m inu tes th ro u g h  inclem ent 
w e a th e r  on  w inding ro ad s. S a ttle r  and  th e  o th e r  
EMTs cou ldn ’t  tell h o w  long th e  m an had  b een  
unconscious. T he p a tie n t bled profusely  and 
param edics lo st vital signs on th e  w ay back to  Lame 
Deer. But th e re  w as no  w ay fo r  th e m  to  g e t  b lood  
b ec au se  th e ir  facilities d idn’t  have th e  m eans to  
s to re  any, an d  b ec au se  o f th e  sto rm y w e a th e r , Life 
Flight w a sn ’t  an  op tio n . S a ttle r  pe rfo rm ed  CPR on 
th e  m an in th e  am bu lance  and  ER fo r m o re  th a n  
an  h o u r b e fo re  th e y  lost him. Both m en w ere
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covered  in blood a t  th e  end.
In 12 years as an  EMT, th is  race against th e  clock 
w as so m eth in g  S attle r faced  to o  o ften .
“ It’s just th e  re m o te n e ss  w e deal w ith ,”  S attler 
says. “ A lo t o f tim es, a s  a m edic, it w as qu ite  
fru stra tin g .”
C om pounding th e  p rob lem  is th e  fac t cell 
ph o n e  recep tio n — w ith th e  excep tion  of a few  
sporad ic p a tch e s  —  is virtually non-ex isten t on th e  
reserva tion . If an  em ergency  arises, S attler says, 
th e  only w ay to  notify th e  EMTs is by calling on  a 
land line, and  w ith  miles sep ara tin g  neighbors and 
houses, m erely finding a p h o n e  can be a m ajor 
obstac le . A lthough m any road  acciden ts a re  called 
in by patrolling officers, incidents occurring on 
ranches o r residences ou tside  of th e  com m unities 
may ta k e  much longer to  repo rt.
“ T here’s just no (cell p h o n e) serv ice,” S attler 
says. “There isn 't im m ediate  re sp o n se .”
Debby Bends, CEO o f th e  N orthern  Cheyenne 
Service Unit, acknow ledges th e  difficulties b rough t
N o rth e rn  C heyenne  EM Ts a tten d  to  Vanessa, a 40- year-old  
Lam e D eer w om an, as h e r g ra n d d au g h te r  looks on . A ccord­
ing to  fam ily m em bers, V anessa had  b een  d rin k in g  heavily 
and  h ad  sn o rted  a c ru sh ed  
hydro co d o n e  pill, w h ich  re su lted  in  seizures.
on by th e  rese rva tion ’s rural na tu re , b u t thinks a 
b e t te r  u nderstand ing  by tribal council m em bers 
of th e  rese rv a tio n ’s m edical n eed s could im prove 
em ergency  response . Bends, w ho w as bom  
and raised on  th e  reservation , says sh e ’d like to  
install satellite phones , which w ould require close 
coopera tion  w ith  tribal gov ern m en t. But it d o e sn ’t  
ap p e a r  th a t will happen  soon . “ We have a long ways 
to  go  in th a t a re a ,” Bends says.
O ne obstacle  is funding, w hich is app rop ria ted  
yearly by Congress to  th e  Bureau o f Indian Affairs, 
w hich divides it b e tw e en  564 federally  recognized 
tr ib es  nationw ide, and  th e re  is never enough  
funding to  m e e t all th e  needs. The N orthern 
Cheyenne Service Unit had a to ta l b u d g e t last 
year o f $23.2 million to  serve approxim ately  
9 ,800  enrolled  tribal m em bers. For tre a tm e n t 
th e  reserva tion  hea lth  clinic can ’t  provide, Bends 
says, th e  c o n tra c t hea lth  care b u d g e t is ab o u t $3.5 
million.
Medical tran sfe rs  to  Billings, w h e th e r  by 
am bulance o r  Life Flight, a re  covered  by IHS funds, 
th o u g h  som etim es re im b u rsem en t is secured  if 
th e  p a tien t has private insurance o r is covered 
by M edicare o r M edicaid. O ne helicop ter trip to  
Billings co s ts  nearly $11,000 and  last year Life Flight 
w as u sed  fo r tran sp o rtin g  tribal m em bers from  
th e  rese rva tion  19 tim es. In five cases, th e  IHS w as 
reim bursed . Though fu n d s fo r th e se  off-reservation 
services m ay b e  tig h t a t tim es, Bends says, she 
insists th e  w ell-being o f th e  p a tien ts  ou tw eighs the  
n eed  to  k eep  cos ts  dow n.
“ If it's  n eed ed , if it’s a life-saving m easure, 
finances d o n ’t  com e in to  con sid era tio n ,” Bends 
says.
But th a t ’s n o t h ow  S attle r rem em b ers  it.
During his tim e as an  EMT, h e  recalls how  
b u d g e ts  d ic ta ted  th e  quality o f care pa tien ts  
w ould receive. At tim es, h e  says, adm in istra to rs 
d iscouraged  th e  Life Flight and  am bulance transfe rs 
to  Billings in o rd er to  save m oney, and , on several 
occasions, th e y  ta lked  of d iscontinuing Life Flight 
trips.
“The b u d g e t is kind of th e  driving fo rce ,”
S attle r says. Now a te a c h e r  a t Lame Deer High 
School, S attle r describes him self as critical o f th e  
health-care system  on  th e  rese rva tion , b u t only 
b ecau se  he w an ts  to  see  im provem ents .
“This com m unity  d eserv es  b e t te r ,” says Sattler, 
w ho w as m a d e  an honorary  m em b er o f th e  tribe  in 
1993 -
T O P : Param edic C harlee  P rince  checks th e  v ital signs o f a 
60-year-old pa tien t, w ho was un co n sc io u s w hen  pa ram ed ­
ics arrived . Fam ily m em bers say she failed to  take  m edica­
tio n  fo r h e r liver c irrhosis , causing  h e r am m onia  levels to 
rise. BOTTOM : P rince  takes a m o m en t to  rest after 
respond ing  to  a call in A shland.
A m ong th e  services n o t p rovided a t th e  
N orthern  C heyenne facilities is a dialysis cen te r, 
b u t because  18 peop le  on th e  reserva tion  need  
dialysis, IHS provides a daily sh u ttle  called Rez Run 
to  ta k e  th e m  and  o th e r  p a tien ts  to  Billings. Charles 
M edicine Bull is o n e  o f them .
Medicine Bull suffers from  hered itary  kidney 
d isease  and  ta k es  Rez Run every o th e r  day. The 
sh u ttle  leaves Lame D eer a round  12:20 p.m ., 
M edicine Bull says, and  re tu rn s  around  10 p.m . But 
M edicine Bull lives 25 miles from  Lame Deer and  has 
no car, so he m u st rely on  friends to  drive him to 
and  from  his house.
Medicine Bull's h ouse  lies off o f a d usty  trac t 
of coun try  road n ea r  Birney. His n e a re s t neighbors, 
w hom  h e  d o e s n 't  know , a re  a b o u t a quarter-m ile 
aw ay. He lives by himself, w ith  no cell p h o n e  and
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only a Dell lap to p  to  co n n ec t him to  th e  ou tside  
world. Som e w indow s on his h ouse  a re  b o ard ed  
up, o th e rs  sh a tte re d . A m angled barbed-w ire fence  
su rrounds his p ro p e rty  and  charred  sec tions of 
ea rth  a re  rem n a n ts  of one-tim e fire pits. In his f ro n t 
yard is a d ilap idated  shed , its roo f caved in w ith 
several w o o d en  beam s sc a tte re d  ab o u t. An o ran g e  
Toyota pickup sits on  w heelless rims and  a ru sted  
m a ttress  fram e res ts  in its cab .
A cool b reeze  rustles th e  stray  w isps of 
M edicine Bull’s long, black hair. A plastic b ag  w ith 
Pepsi and  M ountain  Dew b o ttle s  flaps in th e  w ind 
as he peels back th e  gold tin  o f a small R eese’s 
p e a n u t b u tte r  cup.
“ I like my s w e e ts ,”  M edicine Bull says. “ Even 
th ough  I’m a d iabetic .”
T here’s a considerab le am o u n t o f risk living so 
far o u t o f to w n , h e  says, and , if so m e th in g  w ere  to  
happen , he d o e sn ’t  know  how  he w ould  co n ta c t 
anyone.
“ I’m scared  o u t h e re ,” h e  says. “W hat if I have 
a  h e a r t a ttack?”
But as h e  sits in his fold-aw ay chair M edicine 
Bull is rem inded  of w hy he rem ains here: It allows 
him to  be free , on  th e  land w h ere  his 
family has lived fo r  gen era tio n s .
“ I live h ere  o n  M other Earth ,”
M edicine Bull says, adding  simply, “ It’s 
C heyenne.”
to  try to  rouse  her. No resp o n se . Prince, Bruised 
Head an d  Little ca n 't lift h e r la rge fram e o n to  th e  
gurney  so  th e y  recru it family to  help . O nce in th e  
am bulance, Bruised Head sticks an  IV n eed le  into 
H en rie tta ’s arm  an d  b lood  s trea m s from  th e  w ound  
On th e  ride back to  Lame D eer Prince keeps up 
her one-w ay conversation  w ith th e  patien t.
“ H enrietta, o p en  your eyes fo r  me! You know  
w h ere  you are?”
S he’s s tab le  now , here  in th e  reserva tion  ER, 
b u t b ecau se  sh e  n ee d s  to  have th e  im purities in 
h e r  b lood  flushed  ou t, she  m u st b e  tran sfe rred  to  
Billings.
Little, w h o 's  b ee n  an  EMT fo r  a lm o st 13 years, 
d o e sn ’t  really m ind th e  drive to  Billings, b u t on 
especially busy nights, it can b e  draining. The dark 
ex p a n se  of Highway 212 s tre tc h e s  o u t in f ro n t o f 
him; h e ’s trave led  th is w ay so m any tim es, h e 's  
m em orized  th e  trea ch e ro u s  curves and drastic 
elevation  changes. Still, he keeps his sp e ed  a round  
75 miles p er hou r —  th e  sp eed  limit —  an d  is a lert 
fo r w andering  d eer.
At n ight, th e  coun tryside  is red u ced  to  
a seem ingly in te rm inab le abyss, occasionally
in te rru p te d  by a  roadside  light, o r  th e  sprink led  
lights o f small com m unities like Busby.
Prince fu rro w s h e r  b ro w  as sh e  checks 
H en rie tta ’s vitals an d  m ov em en ts , frequen tly  
jo tting  do w n  h e r  o b se rv a tio n s  on  a m edical form . 
Even w h en  th e  am bu lance ca tch es  an  a sp h a lt ripple 
in th e  road , H enrie tta  sh o w s no resp o n se , save fo r 
th e  occasional k n ee  jerk an d  m o u th  quiver. O nce 
th e y  reach  I-90, th e  road  is b a th e d  briefly in th e  
lights from  th e  Crow R eservation  casino an d  gas 
s ta tio n , b u t a f te r  th e y  pass Hardin, it's  back to  th e  
all-encom passing blackness.
Prince lifts H en rie tta 's  eyelids to  check  if her 
pupils a re  responsive; in stead , th e y  are  fixed, n o t 
seem ing  to  d e te c t  th e  s ta le  rays from  th e  overhead  
flu o rescen t panels, an d  m ove back and  fo rth  only 
as Prince m oves H en rie tta 's  h ead  from  side to  side. 
A layer o f co tto n -w h ite  saliva fo rm s on  h e r  lips, and 
Prince d ab s  it w ith a cloth.
The am bu lance p asses  mile m ark er 473 a t 
12:44 a.m . A fa in t g low  from  Billings loom s in th e  
n o rth e rn  sky —  a sign th a t  H enrie tta’s journey  is 
a lm o st over, a t le as t fo r to n ig h t. But Little and  
Prince still have m iles to  g o . ^
A fter a 20-m inute drive dow n th e  
to r tu o u s  p a th  o f e a s tb o u n d  Highway 
212, th e  param edics arrive in A shland a t 
a ho u se  d rap ed  in A m erican and  M arine 
Corps flags. A first re sp o n d e r crew  is 
already on  th e  scen e  and  gives th e  EMTs 
th e  rundow n: A 6o-year-old w om an  
nam ed H enrie tta is unconscious and 
unresponsive. Her family m em bers to ld  
th e  first re sp o n d e rs  she  suffers from  
a sev ere  case o f cirrhosis th a t renders  
her liver 10 p e rc e n t functional, and  she 
s to p p e d  tak ing  h e r  m edication  fo r a 
couple o f days, causing  h er am m onia 
levels to  skyrocket.
The param edics find H enrietta 
sitting  on  th e  couch  —  eyes closed, 
head  falling limply back.
“ H enrietta! H enrie tta!” Prince sh o u ts
C harles M edicine  Bull o f  B irney lives in a rem ote  p a r t  o f  th e  reserv a tio n . H is nearest n e ig h b o r is over a q u a rte r  o f  a m ile away. Every  o th e r 
day, h e  travels in  a van 125 m iles to  B illings fo r dialysis, leaving his h o u se  aro u n d  n o o n  an d  re tu rn in g  a t 10 p .m .
&  T he U niversity  o f M ontana
v*
T ina Snell drives 27 m iles from  M issoula to  p ick  up p re scrip tio n s from  th e  T ribal H ealth  p h arm acy  in A rlee. I f  h e r  m ed ications a ren’t 
available in A rlee, h e r  nex t o p tio n  is to  go on  to  St. Ignatius, 42 m iles farther.
Snell takes as m any as 26 p ills a day ju st to  feel “norm al,” she says. “I  d o n ’t know  w hat I ’d  do i f  th ey  ever to o k  th e  (T ribal H ealth) pharm acy  
away,” Snell explains, “ because th e re ’s no  way I cou ld  ever pay fo r all m y p rescrip tio n s .”
<
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Lucille Tucker had 
turned yellow, and her own 
daughters didn’t even realize 
it.
Bilirubin from  h er faulty  liver w as slowly leaking 
in to  h e r body, seep ing  into h er b loodstream  and 
dyeing her skin a light shade o f go ldenrod . And still 
no  o n e  noticed.
It se em e d  even  th e  h o u se  sh e  lived in in 
Missoula w as conspiring  ag a in st her: m u ted  yellow 
walls and  so ften ing  lam pshades allied to  sw a th e  th e  
ro o m ’s c o n ten ts  in a p e rp e tu a l pale m aize-colored 
glow , concealing  h er b ody ’s eerie  discoloration . 
Lucille Tucker clearly looked yellow, b u t so  did 
everything else.
It w as Lucille’s you n g est d au g h te r, Tina, w ho, 
a f te r  seeing  h e r  m o th e r in th e  unaffec ted  light 
o f th e  o u td o o rs , called h e r o ld er s is ter Karen in 
February 2009 and  ob serv ed  th a t  th e ir  m o th e r 
looked strange . Karen Neumiller, a reg is te red  nurse, 
im m ediately d rove to  h er m o th e r 's  ho u se  and  
m arched  72-year-old Lucille in to  h er com paratively  
less yellow kitchen only to  realize th e  w h ites  o f her 
m o th e r’s eyes sh o n e  th e  color o f sunflow ers.
The jaundice p ro m p te d  an im m ediate CT 
scan and  an  array  o f b lood  te s ts .  It w as cancer, 
th e  M issoula-based d o c to r  to ld  th e  family, and  it 
h ad n ’t  s ta rte d  in h er liver. It had  sp read  th e re  from  
Lucille’s gallbladder, w hich w as d iagnosed  as having 
harm less gallstones a lm ost 30 years earlier a t  an
r. ,
Indian Health Service facility on  M on tana’s Fort 
Belknap R eservation.
All th o se  years ago , IHS do cto rs  to ld  Lucille 
g allstones w ere  causing  th e  
excruciating pain in h e r  abdom en  
and  o rd e red  h er gallb ladder be 
rem oved  via a su rgery  called a 
cholecystectom y. At th e  tim e th e  
o p era tio n  w as invasive, requiring 
a large incision, and  recovery  tim e 
w as ex tensive, unlike to d a y  w hen 
it can b e  d o n e  w ith  tiny incisions 
th rough  w hich surgical cam eras 
and  in strum en ts  a re  inserted .
But d o c to rs  said it w ould relieve 
h e r pain and  p rev e n t any serious 
ga llstone-re la ted  com plications 
from  m anifesting  th em se lv es in th e  
fu tu re .
If Lucille w a n te d  to  ta k e  th e  d o c to r’s advice 
and  pursue th e  surgery , how ever, she w ould 
have to  pay fo r  it herself: IHS refu sed  to  cover
I
I
L
th e  th o u san d s of dollars it w ould co s t fo r th e  
p ro ced u re , since she had b ee n  living off tribal lands 
fo r m ore  th a n  180 days.
shouldn’t lose services for 
living off the reservation.
just don’t think it is fair that 
we are penalised for that.
- Karen Neumiller
Lucille, an  enrolled  m em b er o f th e  Ho-Chunk 
tribe  of W isconsin, had lived on  th e  Fort Belknap 
R eservation w ith h e r Fort Belknap-enrolled
Assiniboine husband  Bill Tucker fo r m ore  th a n  tw o  
d ecad es. A fter bearing six children and  realizing 
th e  econom ic lim itations of reserva tion  life, Bill
and  Lucille packed  up  and m oved to  
M issoula in 1975. In doing so , they  
effectively relinquished th e ir  access to  
m o st IHS-provided hea lth  care.
They w e re  urban Indians now , 
v io la tors o f th e  180-day rule, w ith few  
op tions. Lucille and  Bill did n o t have 
private hea lth  insurance. They d idn’t 
have th o u sa n d s  of dollars to  pay fo r 
th e  expensive p rocedu re  o n  the ir 
ow n. U rban Indian hea lth  clinics did 
n o t and still do  n o t have th e  funds 
o r  resou rces to  provide m uch m ore 
th a n  a rou tine den tal visit o r  a generic  
a s th m a prescription.
So th e  gallstones stayed , and  so 
did th e  gallbladder.
Thirty years la ter, Lucille Tucker tu rn e d  yellow. 
She lost w eight, h e r  hair th inned , she  s to p p e d  ►►
J
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land concessions th a t  ultim ately se t th e  reservation  
b o rd ers  in 1888, g u a ra n tee d  th e m  certain  rights, 
am o n g  th e m  health  ca re  from  th e  governm en t.
These tw o  w om en , now  49  and 47 and 
d iffe ren t in so  m any regards, a re  a t p re se n t very 
m uch alike in o n e  seriously significant respect: 
b o th  a re  currently  unem ployed, and  w ith  no 
private hea lth  insurance to  cover th e ir  medical 
expenses, m u st rely on scan t IHS services to  ob ta in  
th e ir  p rescrip tions and any basic ca re  th e y  need . 
M eanw hile, bills fo r CT scans, u ltrasounds, and 
specialty  care providers con tinue to  pile up  and  dig
K aren  N eum iller 
passes a b o ttle  o f 
d iabe tes m ed ication  
to  h e r  siste r T ina 
Snell. T heir sister, 
K im , left th e  
m edicine during  
a recen t stay  at 
N eu m ille r’s hom e. 
N eum iller says it  is 
n o t unco m m o n  for 
In d ian  people  to  
share  p rescrip tio n s 
w hen th ey  can’t  get 
to  th e  pharm acy  to 
get th e ir  ow n drugs.
ea ting . And on June  24, 2009, a t  10:22 in th e  
m orning, fou r m on th s a f te r  h er d iagnosis, she  died 
in th e  hom e th a t had so cruelly concealed  h er plight 
in th e  first place, su rrounded  by family th a t knew  it 
w asn ’t  th e  walls th a t w ere  to  blam e.
Back in 1975, w hen  Lucille an d  Bill’s family 
had just m oved from  th e  reserva tion  to  th e  urban 
ce n te r  o f M issoula, Karen Neumiller w as still nam ed 
Karen Tucker. And 14-year-old Karen Tucker, th e  
s tu d e n ts  o f H ellgate High School soon learned , did 
n o t take  crap  from  anyone.
While Karen w as busy figh ting  alm ost daily w ith 
p ee rs  she says w ere  racist and  m ean-spirited , h er 
younger s is ter Tina silently b o re  th e  harassm en t 
until she  g o t hom e, w hen  she w ould  cry to  herself 
and  a t te m p t to  fend  off th e  rapidly encroaching 
se n tim e n t o f u n fo u n d ed  self-loathing.
As th e  tw o  d au g h te rs  o f Lucille g rew  older, 
th e ir  d isparities in personality  becam e m ore 
ap p a ren t. Tina m oved back to  Fort Belknap alm ost 
half a d o zen  tim es, citing cu tting  loneliness and 
an  in ten se  n eed  fo r security  as h e r  reasons. Karen 
never w en t back— ever— and  sh e  d o e sn ’t  in tend  
to . Tina ch o se  en ro llm en t in th e  Ho-Chunk tribe 
(from  th e ir  m o th e r’s side), while Karen is enrolled 
in th e  m erged  Assiniboine-Sioux tribe  (from  their 
fa th e r ’s), w hich sh ares  th e  reserva tion  w ith  Cros 
V entre Indians. The tr ib es  signed th e  Fort Laramie 
tre a tie s  in 1831 and  1855, w hich, in exchange fo r
th e  sisters d e e p e r in to  d e b t —  services IHS will n o t 
cover, simply b ecau se  Karen and Tina no longer live 
on  th e  reservation .
According to  th e  2000 U.S. Census, 66 p ercen t 
o f American Indians and  Alaska Natives live in u rban  
areas while 1 p e rc en t o f th e  Indian Health Service 
b u d g e t is d ev o ted  to  u rban  Indian hea lth  ce n te rs  
and  clinics, such as th e  Missoula Indian C enter.
It has no b u d g e t fo r m edical tre a tm e n ts , so  th e  
c en te r can provide only o u treach , p reven tion  and 
referral p rogram s fo r th e  u rban  Indians resid ing in 
th e  second-largest city in M ontana.
As enrolled m em bers o f federally  recognized  
tribes, Karen and  Tina can  still g e t d irect care 
services from  any IHS facility. T hese benefits  include 
access to  pharm acy supplies such as prescrip tions, 
lim ited den ta l, and m inor m edical care. Anything 
m ore com plex, like specialist care, X-rays, o r lab 
work, is classified as c o n tra c t care, and rigorous 
eligibility requ irem en ts  (including residence on 
reservation  o r tru s t land) m ake it nearly im possible 
fo r th e  majority of M on tana 's  Indians —  40  p ercen t 
of w hom  live off th e  reserva tions —  to  ob ta in  th e se  
specialized services.
M issoula’s c lo sest IHS facility is located  on 
th e  F lathead R eservation, in St. Ignatius, ab o u t 
43 m inutes north . Since g as  is expensive and  tim e 
precious, Karen, Tina, and  th e ir  o lder s is ter Sandy 
ta k e  tu rn s  em bark ing  on th e  journey to  g e t th e  
g roup ’s p rescrip tions. S om etim es, th e  w om en  can 
have th e ir  p rescrip tions tran sfe rred  to  th e  tribal 
health  clinic in Arlee, cu tting  the ir com m ute nearly
T ina Snell pushes 
h e r b ro th er-in - 
law, Lee Snell, up 
a ram p  to  th e ir  
fam ily hom e. For 
h ea lth  reasons, 
Snell is n o t 
supposed  to  lift 
heavy ob jec ts or 
exert herself. Yet, 
caring  fo r her 
fam ily som etim es 
m akes th is 
im possible.
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in half. But th is conven ience is n o t w ith o u t its 
shortcom ings.
In m id-M arch, Karen d rove up th e  m eandering  
U.S. Highway 93 to  th e  St. Ignatius pharm acy to  
fill h e r p rescrip tions fo r an ti-d ep ressan t and  an ti­
inflam m atory m edications. The pharm acist politely 
inform ed h er th e  w ait w ould be a t least tw o  hours. 
Because Karen’s new born  g randn iece  w as w ith  her 
and  w as fussy from  vaccinations, she  w as re luc tan t 
to  w ait so  asked  th e m  to  tra n sfe r  th e  prescrip tions 
to  Arlee w h ere  she w ould b e  ab le to  pick th e m  
up  soon . A w eek  la ter, sh e  w as still w ith o u t her 
m edication.
“ So far th e y  haven ’t  se n t it to  A rlee,” she  says, 
ex asp e ra ted . “ So now  I'm w aiting  and  n o t taking 
th e  m edication  th a t my d o c to r  w an ts  m e to  take 
because I e ith e r  have to  g o  all th e  way back up to  
Mission (St. Ignatius) to  g e t it, o r w ait fo r  th e m  to  
send  it dow n to  A rlee.”
But she  is re lu c tan t to  sound  critical. “ I think 
th a t th e y  a re  do ing  th e  b e s t th a t they  can ,” she  
adds quickly. “ I’m very g ratefu l fo r the ir p rogram s, 
b u t as a com m unity  m em b er w ho uses th e se  
services, it’s a real p rob lem .”
To ob ta in  even basic ca re  a t  St. Ignatius, 
barriers m ust be nav igated  and  h o o p s m u st be 
jum ped  th rough . P o tential clients m ust provide 
p roo f o f en ro llm en t o r d escen d an cy  from  an 
enro lled  m em ber, a  copy o f th e ir  birth certifica te  
and  Social Security card, an d  tw o  p roo fs o f 
residency (p ieces of mail w ith  nam e and  cu rren t 
add ress). Then, if all th e  p a rts  o f th is puzzle can be 
g a th ered , it is on to  a hefty  s tack  of paperw ork .
“T here’s so m any stum bling  blocks an d  th e re ’s 
so m uch red  ta p e  and  you just w a n t to  sc ream ,” 
Karen says, im parting  a se n tim e n t com m on am ong  
urban  Indians w ho say they  are  being  penalized fo r 
pursuing o p portun ities  off th e  reserva tions.
Because Fort Belknap, like m o st M ontana 
reserva tions, has an  unem ploym en t ra te  th a t 
hovers around  70 p ercen t and  poverty  so pervasive 
th a t Karen com pares it to  a Third W orld country , 
it isn’t  difficult to  u n d e rs ta n d  w hy so m e o n e  w ould 
choose  to  leave th e  rese rva tion  in search  of b e t te r  
p ro sp ec ts , even a t th e  e x p e n se  of necessary  social . 
services.
But Karen believes w h ere  an  Am erican Indian 
lives shou ldn ’t  affect access to  hea lth  care.
“Ju s t b ecau se  I’m  n o t living th e re  a n d  I ch o o se  
n o t to  live th e re  d o e sn ’t  m ake m e any less N ative ,” 
Karen says, f ru s tra tio n  and  a n g e r  tin tin g  h e r  to n e . 
“ And I sh o u ld n ’t  lose serv ices fo r  living off th e  
rese rv a tio n . I ju s t d o n ’t  th ink  it is fair th a t  w e  are  
penalized  fo r th a t .”
Tina Snell, Lucille’s y o u n g es t d a u g h te r  and 
K aren 's you n g er sister, sighs heavily as sh e  ta k es  a 
s e a t  an d  res ts  a black zippered  b ag  slightly la rger 
th a n  a fanny  pack on  h e r  lap. The ta b le  w h ere  
sh e  sits, b ased  on  its location , p robab ly  trip les as 
th e  kitchen/living room /dining room  ta b le  in h er 
M issoula m odu lar hom e. She sighs again , an d  o n e  
by one, slowly an d  resignedly  un loads th e  c o n te n ts  
o f h e r p o rtab le  m edicine cab inet.
Fish oil fo r h e r  h igh trig lycerides. M etform in  for 
d ia b e te s . Cym balta fo r  dep ressio n . A m itriptyline fo r 
insom nia. Skelaxin fo r  m uscle sp asm s. B elladonna 
fo r  irritable bow el synd rom e. M irapex fo r  m uscle 
sp asm s an d  restless  leg  synd rom e. Cetirizine fo r 
allergies. O m eprazo le  and  m iso p ro sto l fo r
T ina Snell receives trea tm e n t fo r a pu lled  g ro in  m uscle  a t F rench tow n  Physical Therapy. B ecause she w as in ju red  w hile  w ork ing  a t  th e  M issoula In d ian  C en te r, W o rk er’s C o m p en sa tio n  
covers th e  bills fo r  h e r  off-reservation  trea tm e n t. O th e rw ise , Snell says, she  w o u ld n ’t  be  able to  afford it.
ABOVE R IG H T : Snell lies on  th e  floor to  alleviate th e  pain  in  h e r back. She freq u en tly  has to  find a “p lace o f  re s t” to  com bat h e r ch ro n ic  pain .
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K aren  N eum iller ho ld s a 
p h o tograph  o f h e r and  her 
siblings a t h e r son  A n th o n y ’s 
funeral. “H e was so stro n g  
a n d  independen t,"  N eum iller 
says. “T hat’s th e  way I like to 
rem em ber him .”
stom ach  ulcers. H ydrocodone and m eloxicam  for 
fibrom yalgia. Levothyroxine fo r hypothyroidism .
“ It’s sick. It’s ju st sick,” she says as sh e  exhales 
and  shakes h e r  head  sullenly, s taring  helplessly a t 
th e  assem b lage of b o ttles  now  littering th e  tab le. 
Tall, sh o rt, fa t, and skinny tran slu cen t o range  
con tainers , w ith th e  occasional solid w h ite  or clear 
g reen  sticking o u t like so re  thum bs.
Mercifully, d irect care services cover th e  co s t of 
Tina's m ultitude of m edications.
“ If they  cu t us off, I d o n ’t  k n o w ...,” h e r  voice 
fad es aw ay, con tem pla ting . “ I’d probably  have to  
m ove back b ecause o f th is .”
Tina began  w orking an adm inistrative job a t 
th e  M issoula Indian C en ter in 1997, which provided 
h er w ith hea lth  coverage, b u t she  w as fo rced  to  
qu it in 2002 a t th e  urging of h e r d o c to r  a f te r  stress- 
induced costochondritis, a  ch e s t wall inflam m ation, 
landed  h er in th e  ER several tim es.
During this b o u t o f unem ploym ent, bills no t 
covered  by IHS fo r tre a tm e n t o f h e r  chronic m edical
d iso rders began  to  pile up. W hen she re tu rn ed  to  
w ork a t th e  ce n te r  in 2005, 25 p e rc en t o f h e r w ages 
w ere  garn ished  to  go  to w ard  o u ts tan d in g  medical 
bills, b u t fou r years la te r she  w as again fo rced  to  
resign due to  recurring ch est pains.
Her five sons a re  grow n and  have m oved ou t, 
b u t Tina now  shares her hom e w ith and  cares fo r 
tw o  disabled brothers-in-law , Floyd and  Lee. Their 
m onth ly  Social Security checks, along  w ith  th e  
quarte rly  $2,900 th a t Tina receives from  th e  m oney 
b ro u g h t in from  Ho-Chunk casinos, help pay for 
g roceries and  ren t. M edical bills a re  cast to  th e  
w ayside in lieu o f food  and shelter.
Bill co llectors harass her, d o c to rs  th re a te n  to  
c e ase  care if they  d o n ’t  see som e m oney. O ne of 
h e r favorite  providers, Dr. Raym ond H ow ard, will 
be fo rced  to  d iscontinue Tina’s services if h e r bill is 
tu rn e d  over to  a collection agency  fo r defau lting  on 
th e  pay m en t from  h er last visit.
“ I d o n 't  w an t to  lose him because h e ’s been  
my d o c to r  fo r years and  h e  know s all a b o u t m e ,”
she lam ents, carefully averting  h er eyes from  th e  
pill b o ttle s  still s trew n  across th e  su rface  o f th e  
kitchen/dining room /living room  tab le . “ I d o n ’t 
w an t to  go  to  a new  d o c to r .”
Tina never ex p e c ted  she w ould b e  th is sick, 
this early. She never knew  it w ould b e  this b itterly  
com plicated  to  find affordable, accessible h ea th  
care. But m o st o f all, she  never knew  m oving off th e  
reserva tion  virtually e ra sed  h er right to  th e  services 
th a t w ere  prom ised to  h er p eo p le  in tre a tie s  signed 
so m any years ago.
“ It’s just a slap in th e  fac e ,” she  says, as th e  
d isappo in tm en t p ro ceed s to  cloud and  m anipulate 
her fea tu re s .
It isn’t  surprising th a t  a f te r  a lm o st a year, 
Lucille’s d ea th  still p lagues th e  th o u g h ts  of her 
d au g h te r Karen.
“ I d o n ’t  think she w ould  be g o n e  to d ay  if she 
w ould have g o tte n  th e  m edical a tte n tio n  th a t  she
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*1 don’t think she would be gone 
today if she would have gotten the 
medical attention that she needed at 
the time. I don’t think she would be 
dead today. And that is my honest 
opinion.”
-  Karen Neumiller
n eed ed  a t th e  tim e,” she says evenly, referring  to  
th e  gallb ladder d isease  th a t, if left u n tre a te d , can 
lead to  cancer. “ I d o n ’t  th ink  she w ould b e  dead  
today. And th a t is my h o n es t op in ion .”
But Karen’s m usings, deliberations and 
judgm ents 
concerning her 
m o th e r’s d ea th  
are forced  to  share  
m ental space w ith 
a n o th e r  p erson , 
a person  w hose 
ashes are buried 
alongside Lucille’s 
a t th e  M issoula City 
Cem etery.
A nthony 
Neumiller, w ho 
w ould be K aren’s 
o ldest son, died 
a t  th e  ag e  o f 25 in 
January  2004 from
an accidental o v erd o se  of fentanyl, a painkiller 
100 tim es s tro n g e r  than  m orphine. Suffering 
from  anxiety, obsessive-com pulsive, bipolar, 
and schizoaffective d iso rders while he w as alive, 
A nthony w ould hallucinate, ta lk  to  himself, and 
invent im aginary friends. Since A nthony’s blood 
quan tum  did n o t qualify him fo r en ro llm en t in 
any Native A m erican tribe, h e  w as labeled  a first- 
gen era tio n  d esce n d en t, disallow ing him from  
IHS c o n tra c t ca re  services. Tw enty-tw o w hen  his 
sym ptom s b eg an  to  m anifest, A nthony w as to o  old 
to  fall under th e  um brella o f his m o th e r’s health  
policy.
Karen an d  h er husband  Ed w en t bankrup t 
and lost the ir ho u se  trying to  pay fo r A nthony 's 
psychiatric ap p o in tm e n ts  and  freq u en t, overdose- 
p rovoked  em ergency  room  visits. Karen still carries 
her d eceased  so n ’s In ternational S tu d en t Identity 
card in h e r w allet, a rem inder o f th e  self-sufficiency, 
in dependence , and  prom ise h e r son  d em o n s tra te d  
w hen  he w e n t to  study ab ro ad  a t  a university in 
M orocco from  1999 to  2000, befo re  he w as forced  
to  drop  o u t o f school as he spiraled into th e  abyss 
of his m ental illness.
Six years a f te r  h er so n 's  ov erd o se  —  w hich left 
behind $75,000 in unpaid m edical bills accum ulated  
over th e  th re e  years p reced ing  his d e a th  —  sh e ’s 
faced  w ith a fresh  deluge of paym en t d em ands fo r 
h e r ow n bills and  a disquieting  se n se  of deja vu.
Three w eeks a f te r  qu itting  h e r  th ree-year­
long RN position  a t  th e  M issoula Indian C en ter in 
N ovem ber 2009, Karen s ta r te d  to  ex p e rien ce  sharp  
pains in th e  side of h e r  s tom ach .
A series o f ou t-of-pocket d o c to r  and  specialist
visits, co m p le te  w ith 
a  $1,000 CT scan and 
several follow -up 
u ltra so u n d s to ta ling  
a  little u n d er 
$500, confirm ed 
th e  ex is ten ce  of 
a m ass. A m ass, 
accom pan ied  by 
its inextricable 
associa tion  with 
am biguity  and 
d read . D octors 
u rged  Karen to  have 
th e  tu m o r rem oved  
an d  biopsied.
S truck by a pang
o f sick familiarity, Karen realizes th e re  is no  chance 
o f g e ttin g  th e  m ass rem oved . W ith no  private 
hea lth  insurance an d  no help from  h er tribe  due 
to  h e r  s ta tu s  as an  u rban  Indian, Karen lacks th e
financial flexibility to  p u t th o u sa n d s  of dollars dow n 
just to  schedu le  th e  surgery.
So, th e  m ass, along  w ith  its am biguity  and 
d read , rem ains.
“ I’m ju s t keep ing  my fingers cro ssed  th a t  it’s 
n o t can ce ro u s ,” she  jokes wryly as she  g lances 
a lm o st im perceptib ly  d ow n a t h er abd o m en .
Karen is sitting  in h e r m o th e r 's  living room , 
w hich has n o w  beco m e h e r  living room , nes tled  
in th e  co rn e r  o f a p a tte re n e d  so fa  backed  aga inst 
th e  h o u se 's  w e s t wall. She and  h e r  h usband  m oved 
in to  h er m o th e r’s small h o m e on  th e  so u th  side of 
M issoula a f te r  Lucille p assed  aw ay. Karen is silent 
fo r a m o m en t, considering  h er cu rren t s itua tion  and  
th a t  o f h e r d ea d  m o th e r’s.
“ I’m really angry  a b o u t my m om ,” sh e  finally 
says. “ I'm angry  th a t sh e 's  go n e . I’m very angry  a t 
IHS b ec au se  they  w o u ld n ’t  pay fo r  h e r gallb ladder 
surgery  w hen  she n e e d e d  it.”
S he sh ifts h e r w e ig h t on  th e  sofa.
“ It d o es  m ake m e w orried  th a t  history is go ing  
to  re p e a t  itse lf,” sh e  ad d s  thoughtfu lly , and  h er 
voice is s te ad y  as sh e  s ta re s  off in to  th e  room  —  
h er room  n o w  —  th a t  is still suffused  w ith  such 
un re len tin g  sh a d es  of yellow. ^
sri:
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K aren  N eum iller ho lds h e r so n  A n th o n y ’s In te rn a tio n a l S tu d en t Id e n tity  card . A n th o n y  died  in  200 4  from  an  acc iden tal 
p rescrip tio n  d ru g  overdose. He w as 25, a n d  suffered  from  a series o f  m enta l d iso rd ers , w hich  left th e  N eum illers w ith  m ore  
th an  $75 ,000  in  u n p a id  m ed ical b ills  a fter h is death .
The University of Montana
Written by 
Tetona Dunlap 
Photography by 
Carmen Irish
You ng
A ll day Roxann Bighorn 
sensed something was 
wrong. Her son Quinn had 
not returned her or her 
husband Spike’s phone calls.
Even as Roxann, an  adviser a t Fort Peck 
Com m unity College, p re-reg iste red  s tu d e n ts  fo r 
th e  n ex t sem este r, h e r  m ind w as on  Quinn. As 
she m ade  th e  five-hour drive to  Billings to  catch 
a flight th e  n ex t m orning, th e  feeling  w ould no t 
fade . S om ew here  a long  th e  330 miles o f asphalt
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th a t sp an s w ide o p en  fields, she  had  a 
prem onition .
“ There w as this b righ tness over in 
th e  o th e r  lane and I saw  this dog. It w as 
a red  dog . It w as th e  sam e red  go lden  
re triev er Q uinn had as a little boy ,”
Roxann recalls, h e r b row n eyes brim m ing 
w ith tea rs , as a rueful smile begins to  
form . “ I just knew  in my h e a r t o f h ea rts  
th a t Quinn w as g o n e .”
W hen sh e  w as ab le to  g e t  cell service 
and  Spike an sw ered  his p h o n e , he said 
th e  w ords th a t  to rm e n te d  h er th e  re s t of 
th e  drive hom e: “ Roxy, I fo und  Q uinn. He 
hung  him self.”
Quinn Bighorn, w h o  died in 2005, is 
o n e  am ong  a grow ing  n u m b er o f young p eo p le  to  
die from  suicide in rec en t years on  th e  spraw ling 
Fort Peck R eservation in n o r th e a s t M ontana.
In a s ta te  th a t  has th e  h ighest suicide ra te  of 
any in th e  nation— and  tw ice  th e  national ra te —  
th e  toll o f Native A m ericans stan d s ou t. B etw een  
2003 and  mid-May 
o f this year, 23 
Native A m ericans 
on  th e  Fort Peck 
R eservation died by 
suicide, according 
to  sta tistics from  
th e  Fort Peck 
suicide p revention  
coord ina to r.
Youth aged  
10 to  24 are m ost 
a t  risk. F ourteen  
o f th e  23 from  
Fort Peck w e re  in 
th a t ag e  g roup .
P erhaps even  m ore 
rem arkab le  is th a t 
nationally m ales kill 
them se lves a t  ra tes  
th re e  tim es th a t of 
fem ales. Yet a t  Fort 
Peck, eigh t o f th e  
14 young peop le  
w ho died w ere  
girls.
In th e  first four 
and  a half m on th s 
o f this year, four
A t Fort Peck, in the last 
seven years 14 young people 
have died from suicide.
In 2010, by mid-May four youths 
had taken their oven lives.
- Fort Peck Suicide Prevention
young peo p le  on th e  rese rva tion  have died by their 
ow n hand.
O ut o f th e  darkened  gym nasium  of P oplar High 
School em erg e  girls d resse d  in tea l, fuchsia, h o t pink 
and  silver. They g a th e r  in th e  lobby to  ta k e  a b reak
ABO VE: Girls at th e  Poplar H igh School p rom  gather to  watch a group o f  boys dance to  M ichael Jackson’s "T h rille r”. Young peop le  say social 
even ts are scarce on  th e  reserv a tio n . Since 1999, five g irls from  F o rt Peck have
co m m itted  suicide. L EFT: Roxann Bighorn and  her younger son, Sean, stand outside th e ir new  hom e in W olf Point.
It was im portan t to  B ighorn to  buy a house so th at Sean w ould always have a place to  call hom e.
from  dancing  as th e y  ad ju st th e ir  hair, ta k e  
off th e ir  sh o es and  talk  on  cell p h o n es . This 
y ear’s p rom  th e m e  is “ D ance th e  Night 
Away” . The basketball floor has been  
tran sfo rm ed  in to  a te c h n o  club co m p le te  
w ith  black lights and  glow -in-the-dark 
necklaces. T onight is an  ev e n t th a t  brings 
s tu d e n ts  to g e th e r  to  in te rac t and  be 
e n te r ta in ed . M any te e n a g e rs  say sa fe  and  
fun ev en ts  a re  lacking in th e ir  com m unity .
“ G row ing up in Poplar is kind of 
bo ring ,” Kacie Y oungm an, 16, a so p h o m o re  
a t Poplar High School, says th e  n ex t day. 
Kacie did n o t form ally a t te n d  p rom  this 
year, b u t she  did go  to  se e  everyone in 
th e ir  d resses  and tu x e d o s , including h er 
o ld e r s is te r  Lexi Longee, 18, w ho w o re  a tu rq u o ise  
d ress , h e r favorite  color. Kacie partic ipa tes  in 
cheerlead ing  and  cross-country, b u t m ostly  sp en d s 
h e r  tim e a t hom e w ith  family.
Kacie believes bullying and  rum ors se n t 
th ro u g h  M ySpace and  te x t  m essag es  also  m ake  life
h e re  m o re  difficult, 
especially  fo r  girls.
“ T here is a lo t 
o f d ram a a t  high 
sch o o l,” sh e  says.
“ If you barely bum p 
in to  so m eb o d y  o r 
look a t  th e m  th e y ’ll 
think th a t  you d o n ’t 
like th e m . Boys g e t 
in to  figh ts an d  th e n  
th e y  g e t o v e r it. Girls 
hold  g ru d g es  on  each  
o th e r .”
Senior Evie 
Redboy also  says 
th a t th e re ’s a lo t o f 
p ressu re  on te e n a g e  
girls.
“ I th ink  it’s m ore  
h a rd e r  o n  girls,” she  
says. “ It’s always 
like, p re ssu re  to  b e  
drinking and  do ing  
drugs, and  like, 
p ressu re  in to  sex  and  
w h a t th a t ’s like and  
every th ing .”
Evie lost
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"M y favorite th ing  ab o u t h e r is th a t she  som etim es sticks u p  for m e,” K acie Youngm an, 16, rig h t, says o f  h e r  sister, Lexi 
Longee, 18. Y oungm an says she also sticks u p  for h e r  o ld e r sister.
a cousin to  suicide a f te r  sh e  en d u red  bullying.
Evie stayed  o u t o f school herself fo r tw o  m onths 
because she w as bullied and  called a “slu t"  by o th e r  
girls.
Shanni M oran, a 17-year-old junior, says young 
girls have nobody to  talk  to .
“ A lo t of tim es th ey  m aybe th ink ab o u t suicide 
b ecau se  som ebody  else did it. They think, ‘Oh, my 
life’s hard, so  m aybe I should  just do  th a t to o .’”
Lexi says she has a t te m p te d  suicide th ree  
tim es. She ap p ears  soft-spoken , th o u g h  h er sister 
Kacie te a se s  th a t Lexi, w ho is in choir, is p rone 
to  random  singing o u tb u rs ts . Lexi explains she 
overcam e th o u g h ts  o f suicide by talking to  people. 
And in th e  end , she  says, she  alw ays th o u g h t ab o u t 
h e r family and  friends an d  how  th e y  w ould feel if 
she  w ere  gone.
Kacie, too , b a ttle d  feelings o f depression  and 
th o u g h ts  o f suicide.
Kacie says while a t th e  prom  she th o u g h t ab o u t 
th e  friends sh e  had lost to  suicide. “ It’s hard  and 
sad an d  it h u rts ,” sh e  says. “ You d o n 't  se e  them  in 
school anym ore, you ca n ’t  ta lk  to  them . In this tow n 
th e re  is a big p rob lem  w ith  te e n a g e  suicide.”
She lost tw o  friends to  suicide in th e  8 th  grade, 
and  m o st recently , and  surprisingly, classm ate 
P au le tte  Berner. “ She w asn ’t  th e  ty p e  to  do  th a t,” 
says Kacie. “ She w as really qu ie t and  shy.”
Pearl Hopkins, P au le tte ’s g ran d m o th er, also 
rem em b ers  h er g ran d d a u g h te r  as a very qu ie t child. 
“T hat’s ju st th e  w ay she w as, th a t ’s how  everyone 
knew  h er,” she  says.
Pearl sits o u ts id e  her hom e in a folding chair as 
th e  wind blow s across th e  field and  into h er fro n t 
yard. The wind stirs leftover leaves from  fall’s early 
d e p a r tu re  across b row n blades of g rass. Curled 
leaves and  small b ranches lay sprinkled across a 
w ea th e re d  tram poline in th e  yard.
“ She w ould jum p on th e  tram poline w ith th e  
younger grandchildren  and  I could h ear h er talking 
and  laughing th en , b u t o th e r  than  th a t she  w as a 
reserved  p e rso n ,”  she  recalls.
Large tre e  trunk  sections lay sc a tte re d  
in th e  f ro n t yard w aiting fo r Pearl, 71, to  split 
th em . Pearl lives five miles from  Poplar on  a 
road  th a t follow s th e  train  tracks w e s t and  falls 
so u th  o n to  a gravel road. Her hom e is filled w ith 
Native Am erican versions of Precious M om ents
figurines, knickknacks and  fabric hangings e tch ed  
and  s titched  w ith sayings like “The Road to  
G randm other’s H ouse is N ever Long.”  A bove her 
sink hangs a sign th a t  s ta te s , “ Home is w h ere  your 
story  begins.”
Less than  50 yards from  h er hom e is P au le tte ’s 
grave. She w as just 15.
Pearl says th e  family may never fully 
understand  w hy P au le tte  to o k  h er life. But she  does 
believe th a t m ore o p en  com m unication  m ight help 
p rev en t o th e rs  from  suffering th e  way h er family 
has.
“ A lot of tim es o u r Indian peop le  a re  hard  to  
talk to  som etim es, they  g o t th e ir  o w n ways, and 
they  w o n ’t  ch an g e ,” she  says. “They d o n ’t  tell and 
they  keep  th ings in, so  they  n eed  to  talk  th ings o u t 
m ore w ith the ir fam ilies.”
A m on th  a f te r  P au le tte  w as buried  a ceram ic 
angel s ta n d s  in fo r a h e a d s to n e  th a t has n o t yet 
arrived. Her grave is covered  in flow ers. A R ockstar 
energy can sp ro u ts  from  th e  so ft dirt, p robably  left 
th e re  by P au le tte ’s sister, Pearl gu esses . N ext to  th e  
can is a poem  th a t says, “ May th e  G reat Spirit w atch  
over you, fo r he know s th e  p a th  you w alk and  he 
will gu ide your fo o ts te p s  gen tly .”
Pearl circles h er g ran d d a u g h te r’s grave as she 
recalls how  m any p eo p le  tu rn ed  o u t fo r P au le tte ’s 
funeral.
“ Som etim es it ta k es  tragic th ings to  bring 
g o o d ,” she says. “ S om etim es God w orks in 
m ysterious ways. W e d o n ’t  always u n d erstan d . She 
b rough t all ou r families close to g e th e r  and now  w e 
are  all g e ttin g  along  an d  are  close to  each  o ther. 
That is th e  way it should  b e .”
Pearl is su re  it is th e  way P au le tte  w ould have 
w an te d  th ings. In a le tte r  she  left fo r  h e r family, she 
w ro te , “Take ca re  of all my rela tives.”
Pearl po in ts to  th e  sky and m oves h e r  finger 
in a circular m otion . A fter P au le tte  w as buried 
m ourners re leased  black and  red  balloons. Pearl 
says th a t as th e  balloons ro se  skyw ard they 
ap p e a red  to  form  a “ P.” Then an  eag le  circled and 
flew  aw ay as th e  balloons d issipated .
“ He to o k  h er h o m e ,” Pearl says of th e  eagle.
“ It w as p ro tec tion ; it w as a g ood  sign.”
Q uinn’s d ea th  d e v a s ta ted  th e  Bighorn 
family and  th a t void now  sp an s th o u sa n d s  of 
miles. Roxann and Spike divorced in 2007 and
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Spike m oved to  W ashington, D.C. He is th e  chief 
o p era tin g  officer w ith  New W est T echnologies, an 
engineering , technical services and  m an ag em en t 
consulting  business. He eventually  rem arried  and  
his wife recen tly  gave birth to  tw in girls.
“S tatistics say your family e ith e r  g row s closer 
o r b reaks a p a r t a f te r  a suicide. We w ere  o n e  of th e  
sta tistics w h ere  th e  family broke up ,” Roxann says.
Roxann says she and  Spike m aintain a s tro n g  
friendship, fo cu sed  on  th e ir  o th e r  son , Sean. 
Roxann w orries a b o u t him, in p a rt b ecau se  he n o t 
only lost a b ro th er, b u t also his family. The tw o  are 
trying to  m ake th e ir  n ew  ho u se  in W olf P o in t in to  a 
hom e.
The smell o f w h ite  hyacinth w afts  from  a  vase 
as Roxann and Sean sit in th e  living room . Their 
e n te rta in m e n t c e n te r  is a d o rn e d  w ith  fram es 
housing baby  p h o to s, school p ic tu res and  Quinn 
and  S ean 's sen ior po rtra its . On th e  floor sits a
d raw ing w aiting to  be hung  on  th e  wall. Behind th e  
g lass a re  th e  happy faces o f Quinn, his girlfriend 
and  th e ir  tw o  sons, Je rro n  and  P atto n , now  6 and  5, 
w ho live in S outh  D akota w ith  th e ir  m o th e r.
Keeping w ith  trad ition , th e  Bighorn family 
burned  m o st o f Q uinn's p o ssessions. H ow ever, 
Roxann could n o t bring herse lf to  burn everything. 
She keeps a plastic b ag  con tain ing  le tte rm an  
jackets fo r Q uinn’s sons. On h e r  righ t arm  she bears 
th e  sam e g reen  B rockton High School g h o s t w arrior 
m asco t th a t  Quinn had  ta t to o e d  on  his arm .
“ W hen you go  th ro u g h  his stuff you can still 
smell him ,”  Roxann says, holding th e  le tte rm an  
jacket to  h e r  face. “ He alw ays w o re  th a t  Michael 
Jo rd an  co logne.”
Quinn w as everybody’s s ta r. He w as han d so m e 
an d  ath le tic , w ith dark  hair and  eyes, accom pan ied  
by a  playful smile. Q uinn is in th e  M ontana High 
School sp o rts  record  b o o k ’s to p  10 fo r  th e  m o st
po in ts in a  se aso n  w ith 748. He is a lso  ran k ed  7th 
o n  all-season scoring w ith  an  av e rag e  o f 29.9  po in ts 
p e r  g am e.
Yet fo r Spike, th e  tw o  had  m ore th a n  just a 
fa th e r-so n  rela tionsh ip . Spike also w a tc h ed  his 
son  from  th e  sidelines as his basketba ll coach 
during  his so p h o m o re  and  junior years. Q uinn’s 
basketba ll je rsey  w ith th e  n u m b er 23 hangs re tired  
inside th e  Brockton gym nasium . The foo tball field 
b ea rs  his n am e. Spike says w atch ing  his son  play 
b asketba ll w as o n e  of th e  m o st fun  an d  exciting 
tim es in th e ir  lives. He describ es  his so n  as dynam ic 
and  aggressive  o n  th e  cou rt, b u t off th e  co u rt 
com plete ly  d ifferent.
“ He w as  a very sensitive p e rso n ,”  Spike says. 
“ P eop le  th o u g h t he w as in tro v e rted . On th e  court 
h e  w as con fiden t, b u t off th e  co u rt h e  w a sn ’t  so 
m uch .” His son  liked to  d raw  in his sp a re  tim e  and  
k e p t a journal, b u t sp o r ts  w as his o u tle t and
Pearl H o p k in s stan d s 
beside  h e r  g ra n d d au g h te r  
P au le tte ’s grave, a sh o rt 
d is tan ce  from  h e r  hom e. 
P au le tte  is th e  second  
g ra n d d au g h te r  H o pk ins 
h as lost to  su ic ide  in 
th e  past five years.
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how  h e  identified him self.
In his junior year, Quinn to re  his ACL. His 
p a ren ts  had insurance th ro u g h  th e ir  jobs, which 
paid 80  p e rc e n t o f th e  bill while th e  Indian Health 
Service paid 20 p ercen t. H ow ever, w hen  Quinn 
w as an  a ssis tan t coach fo r th e  Brockton football 
te am , h e  to re  his ACL again . As an  adu lt a t  age 23, 
he no longer had  insurance. T hough he w as eligible 
fo r  IHS care, elective surgery  fo r a life-threatening 
injury w as n o t possible d u e  to  lack o f funding  fo r 
ofF-reservation m edical services.
His family believes his injury played a role in 
th e  dep ression  th a t  w as a con tribu ting  fac to r in his 
suicide.
Looking back, Spike can  see  th a t  Quinn had 
signs of depression . He o ften  w ishes he would 
have g o tte n  his son  help  o r had  g o n e  to  live w ith 
him. But Quinn always said h e  w an te d  to  be left
alone and  Spike re sp e c te d  his w ishes. A fter his 
so n ’s d ea th , he received grief counseling fo r tw o  
years and  trave led  around  th e  country  speaking a t 
w orkshops and  conferences.
Spike rem em b ers  s tand ing  o u tside  o f Q uinn’s 
ho u se  w aiting  fo r th e  cops to  arrive. He struggled  
to  catch  his b rea th , b u t th e  lum p in his th ro a t m ade 
it hard  to  b rea th e . It w as a lum p th a t  s tayed  th e re  
fo r m o n th s . Spike says h e  never fe lt angry with 
Quinn, even  as h e  held and  ta lked  to  his body th e  
n igh t he fo u n d  him.
“ I did th e  b e s t I could as a fa th e r, I did 
every th ing  I could. You d o n ’t  con tro l the ir lives,” 
says Spike. “ I can ’t  ta k e  th a t  responsibility .”
Roxann says Quinn w as a t “ th e  m ercy of IHS” 
and  surgery  w as years aw ay, if ever, because  he 
w asn ’t  a t  risk o f losing his life o r a limb. “ I think th a t 
is w h a t led up  to  his d ep ressio n ,” she  says. “ He w as
never ab le to  recover from  th a t injury.
"Basically you can w alk a round  w ith ca ta rac ts  
o r a to rn  ro ta to r  cuff fo r  th e  re s t o f your life 
because it’s n o t life o r limb.”
The American Foundation  fo r Suicide 
Prevention s ta te s  th a t even th o u g h  m ost 
peop le  w ho are  d ep re ssed  are  n o t suicidal, m ost 
suicidal peop le  a re  d ep ressed . M ore th a n  60 
p ercen t o f people w ho die by suicide suffer from  
m ajor depression . Som e com m on sym ptom s of 
depression  are lack of in te res t in previously enjoyed 
activities, fa tigue o r loss o f energy , insom nia, 
increased use of alcohol o r drugs, feelings of 
w orth lessness and  significant w e ig h t loss o r gain. 
The tre a tm e n t o f d ep ression  is effective 60  to  80
LEFT: R oxann and  h e r yo unger son, Sean B ighorn , d isp lay  th e  le tte rm an  jacket Q u in n  used  to  wear. It is on e  o f  th e  few item s th ey  kep t after h is d eath . O ne  day, w hen Q u in n ’s sons are  old 
enough , they  w ill have h is  o ld  un ifo rm s and le tte rm an  jackets to  rem em b er h im  by, she  says.
R IG H T : Soon after h e r  son ’s dea th , R oxann h ad  th e  B rockton  H igh  School g h o st w arrio r m ascot ta tto o ed  on  h e r  rig h t arm , th e  sam e ta tto o  h e r so n  Q u in n  had.
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p ercen t o f th e  tim e, b u t accord ing  to  th e  World 
Health O rganization , few er th a n  23 p e rc en t o f 
individuals receive a d e q u a te  tre a tm e n t o r a re  even 
diagnosed.
The Indian H ealth Service, th e  tribal 
g o v ern m en t and th e  school d istric t have rallied to  
add ress th e  crisis o f y outh  suicide, b u t th e  issue 
hasn ’t  alw ays received th e  a tte n tio n  th a t  it has 
recently.
IHS on  th e  Fort Peck R eservation em ploys 
five Ph.D psychologists, in 
addition to  suicide p reven tion  
coo rd ina to r Sheri Shanks, 
w ho w orks on behalf o f th e  cc
tribes to  c o u n te r  th e  issue of 
suicide in th e  com m unity.
“There a re  so  m any crises 
th a t th e y  a re  dealing  w ith ,”
Shanks says of th e  victims.
She cites a “ b reakdow n  in 
fam ilies”  an d  ad d s  th a t “ even 
g ood  fam ilies” have suffered 
th e  loss o f family m em bers 
tak ing  th e ir  o w n lives. But, 
she  cau tions th a t  th e re  is no 
single answ er, o r  o f ten  even  a 
reason  anyone  can  pinpoint.
“ I d o n 't  th ink  they  w a n t to  d ie ,” sh e  says. 
“They ju st w an t to  end  th e  pain in th e ir  lives.”
C ounselor Charlie W hisenhunt ag re es  th a t  
family issues play a role in s tu d e n ts ’ m en tal s ta te s .
“ It's  an  issue of w h a t h ap p e n ed  last n igh t,” 
says W hisenhunt, referring  to  s tu d e n ts  w ho deal 
w ith drug, alcohol and  sexual and  dom estic  abuse 
in th e ir  hom es.
W hisenhun t cam e to  th e  Fort Peck 
R eservation  in th e  early 1980s to  research  fe ta l 
alcohol syndrom e for his Ph. D from  Columbia 
Pacific University. Today h e  serves m any roles: 
d irec to r o f special education , school psychologist, 
and  co o rd in a to r fo r m en tal hea lth  services in th e  
Poplar school d istrict.
For a tim e IHS had  only o n e  perso n  in th e  
school d istric t w ho  d ea lt w ith m en tal hea lth  
issues, h e  says, b u t a t p re se n t “ it’s really an 
em b arra ssm e n t o f riches” in te rm s  o f staffing.
In th e  Poplar school d istrict, th e  la rg est on  th e  
reserva tion , six m en tal hea lth  counselo rs se rve th e  
s tu d e n ts . Two m ore m en tal hea lth  counselo rs are 
em ployed  by an  ou tside  agency.
“ It’s a big un it to  have fo r a d istric t this size,”
says W hisenhunt as th e  so u n d  o f girls laughing and 
lockers slam m ing rev e rb e ra te s  in to  his office from  
th e  ou tside  hallway, “ b u t w h a t w e have fo u n d  is 
b ecause  o f th e  num bers, it’s n ecessary .”
H ow ever, h e  cau tions th a t  staffing  a lone  is n o t 
th e  solution.
“ Now they  are  all b ee fed  up a n d  th a t ’s g rea t, 
b u t th a t d o e s n 't  last long usually,”  h e  says. "M oney  
is n o t going to  fix this p rob lem ; th e  com m unity  has 
to  rise u p .”
I don’t think they w an t to die, 
she says. “They ju st w an t to 
end the pain in their lives.”
-Suicide Prevention Coordinator 
Sheri Shanks
T hough boys com m it suicide m o re  frequen tly  
th a n  girls, fem ales have a  m o re  f re q u e n t a t te m p t 
ra te  and  W hisenhunt says th e  n u m b ers  of girls 
a tte m p tin g  suicide a t  Fort Peck coincides w ith 
national statistics. The d ifference is th a t  a t Fort 
Peck th e  ra te  o f com pletion  is h igher b ec au se  girls 
on  th e  reserva tion  ch o o se  m ore  le thal m ean s to  
en d  th e ir  lives.
“W e n eed  to  te ac h  coping  skills and  life skills. 
They n ee d  a rep e rto ire  o f choices besides suicide 
(and ) w e  n eed  to  len g th en  th a t  list (o f cho ices),” 
says W hisenhunt.
W hisenhunt n o te s  th a t  all th e  psychologists 
in th e  school d istric t a re  certified  a s  b o th  school 
counselo rs an d  licensed m en tal h ea lth  p rac titioners. 
T hat’s fo rtu n a te , h e  says, b ec au se  th e  school 
d istric t g o es  th ro u g h  “ so m e p re tty  dry tim es as far 
as su p p o rt is co n cern ed .”
Gloria Collins believes su p p o rt and  
collaboration  are keys to  help ing th e  com m unity  
heal. Collins g rew  up on  th e  F ort Peck R eservation, 
b u t lived in th e  S o u th w es t until a few  m o n th s  ago. 
As a tribal m em b er and  a clinical psychologist, she  
has re tu rn ed  hom e to  help.
“ I know  th in g s  can b e  g o o d , th e re  can be 
hea lthy  fam ilies th a t  a re  u n ited ,” Collins rem arks 
a f te r  a  m ee tin g  in th e  tribal council cham bers 
th a t  involved all fac e ts  o f m en ta l hea lth  on  th e  
rese rva tion . “ If w e  all s te p  up like w e  did today , 
th a t is th e  s ta r t ,”  she  adds. The room  w as filled 
w ith several m em b ers  o f th e  tribal council and 
com m unity  leaders . Shanks w as th e re  a long  w ith 
Doug M oore, ac ting  chief m edical officer a t  Fort 
Peck 's IHS an d  h ead  o f behavioral h ea lth , and
Ken Sm oker, d irec to r o f th e  Tribal 
W ellness Program .
Collins called th e  g a th erin g  “ a 
healing  p ro ce ss”  an d  an  im portan t 
ac k n o w led g m en t o f suicide as a 
p ressing  issue a t Fort Peck.
She, to o , says th e  responsibility 
m u s t fall on th e  w hole com m unity , 
n o t ju st individuals. The g roup  
schedu led  m eetin g s every o th e r  
M onday to  d iscuss h o w  to  ad d ress  
suicide in th e  com m unity.
Roxann Bighorn w as a t  th e  
g a th erin g  to o , sitting  a t th e  head 
o f th e  council ta b le . S he called th e  
m ee tin g  historic in te rm s  o f th e  
co llaboration .
Her so n 's  suicide rem ains th e  m o s t difficult p a rt 
of R oxann’s life. But tribal cu s to m s have given h er 
so m e solace.
On th e  n igh t th e  family fo und  Quinn, th e y  held 
a p ipe cerem ony  and  sw e a t to  gu ide his spirit to  th e  
o th e r  side.
Roxann recalls th a t  n igh t inside th e  sw ea t 
lodge, she  could se e  Quinn s tand ing  directly  in f ro n t 
of h e r  w h en  sh e  closed h e r  eyes. W ith each  round  
o f th e  sw ea t, w hen  th e  flap  covering th e  lodge w as 
o p e n e d  to  le t in th e  cool air, Roxann says h e r s o n ’s 
spirit trave led  fu rth e r  to  th e  spirit w orld . He always 
had  his d o g  Reggie by his side, b u t he k ep t tu rn ing  
back like h e  d idn’t  w a n t to  leave his family.
“ It’s all g o o d  Quinn, ju s t keep  go ing  on ,” 
Roxann called to  him, q u o tin g  h e r  so n ’s favorite  
ph rase , “ It’s all g o o d .”
W hen th e  final o f th e  fo u r flaps w as o p en ed , 
R oxann d idn ’t  have to  tell Quinn to  k eep  going. In 
h e r  vision h e  ran  to w ard  his g ran d p a  N orm an and  
g randm a D erem us and  em b raced  th e m  in f ro n t o f a 
huge tipi b eside  a g listening creek.
“ I knew  in my h e a r t th a t  I knew  w h ere  my son 
w as th e n ,” sh e  says. “ It w as all g o o d .’”  ^
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A lice Mae LaForge is 
going to die when she is 89. 
She’ll be 86 this September.
Her sm ile tu rn s  into a rolling, vivacious laugh as 
she  se ts  h er o w n expiration d a te  from  th e  com fort 
o f th e  chair w h ere  she sp en d s m o st o f h e r  tim e.
She jokes ab o u t how  she d o e s n 't g e t a round  m uch 
anym ore, and  th a t  sitting  b e tw e en  th e  arm s of 
th e  black, office-style chair n ea r  h er k itchen tab le  
is w h a t she  d o es  m ost o ften . But as she  says it she 
s ta r ts  to  laugh again and  th e  a fte rn o o n  sunlight 
com ing th ro u g h  th e  w indow  tu rn s  her ta n  face 
go lden , show ing liveliness in h er dark eyes m ore 
befitting  a w om an  half h er age.
Myra Lefthand sits n ex t to  LaForge a t a small 
oak tab le  in h e r hom e in Crow Agency. Both 
w om en  are  m em bers of th e  Crow Tribe, also 
called th e  A psaalooke Nation, and  each  finds levity 
in LaForge's m ock self-prophecy. The basis for 
LaForge’s pred ic tion  is th a t  h e r m o th e r and  her 
s is ter (w ho  w as L efthand’s g ran d m o th er) bo th  
died a t  89. There is no th ing  m orbid or e scap ist in 
th e  jest; she  just g e ts  a kick o u t of telling it to  her 
docto rs, and  som etim es, to  h e r family. In tru th  
and in to n e , it is m ore  o f a prom ise to  have a t least 
th re e  years left w ith th em . But fo r an  ou tsider, th e  
to n e  could b e  oversh ad o w ed  by th e  b lun tness of 
th e  w ords if th ey  d o n ’t  u n d erstan d  th a t, in Crow 
cu lture, finding hum or in all a sp ec ts  o f life is p a rt of 
how  they  live it.
A lifetim e of w agg ishness has m an ifested  itself
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in long laugh lines reaching from  LaForge’s eyes 
back to  h e r shou lder-leng th  hair, w hich still holds 
enough  black to  show  it w as o n ce  pure  raven. “ I 
d o n ’t  know  w hen  I’m going  to  go ; m ight g o  dow n 
like th a t ,” she  says and  m akes a falling-tree m otion  
w ith h e r hands, fo llow ed by m o re  laughter.
Their se n se  o f h um or is ju st a small p a rt o f 
a unique an d  lasting  cu ltu re  o f su b tle ties  and 
qu ie t resp e c t th a t  can ta k e  non-Crows years of 
in teraction  and question-ask ing  to  u n d ers tan d . The 
fine-draw n m ores a re  som etim es lost on  non-Indian 
physicians and o th e r  medical p rofessionals w ho 
provide ca re  fo r th e  tribe  th ro u g h  th e  governm en t- 
run Indian H ealth Service facilities on  th e  
reservation . S tepp ing  on  th e se  cu s to m s ex ten d s 
un in ten tional insults to  tribal m em bers and  c re a te s  
barriers o f d is tru st and  m iscom m unication  b e tw e en  
d o c to r  and  p a tien t, add ing  an ex tra  b u rden  to  a 
system  th a t has historically b een  u n d erfu n d ed  and 
understaffed .
Lefthand is th e  com m unity  hea lth  ed u c a to r  fo r 
th e  C row /N orthern  C heyenne Hospital ( th e  only 
IHS hospital fo r th e  tw o  ab u ttin g  rese rv a tio n s) and  
has w orked  fo r IHS fo r 30 years. Som etim es w hen  
sh e ’s in h er office o n e  o f LaForge’s d o c to rs  will s to p
by and  ask Lefthand to  go  and  ta lk  to  h e r  b ecause 
LaForge is talking a b o u t dying again . LaForge has 
high blood p ressu re  and  cho lestero l p rob lem s, as 
well as d iab e te s  and  issues w ith h e r thyroid , so 
check ups a re  freq u en t. Of co u rse  Lefthand will go 
visit LaForge, b u t n o t so m uch o u t o f concern  as 
o u t o f re sp e c t fo r an  elder. But th e  failure o f a non- 
Indian to  tell w hen a Crow p erso n  is joking is a small 
sym ptom  th a t  leads to  a m ore  serious com plication 
fo r th o se  trea tin g  th e  A psaalooke.
The tribe  is a m atrilineal society  s tru c tu re d  
in a com plex clan system  th a t  is still in use today . 
M odesty  and  hum bleness a re  m ainstays of 
th e  cu ltu re  and th e  system  has built-in societal 
sa feguards to  p rese rve  th o se  qualities in its 
m em bers, such as th e  teas in g  clan.
Children are born  in to  th e ir  m o th e r’s clan, bu t 
th e  m em bers of th e ir  fa th e r ’s clan b eco m e th e  
ch ildren’s “ teasing  clan .” The ro le o f th e  teasin g  
clan is, just as th e  nam e implies, to  te a s e  clan 
m em bers a b o u t anyth ing  in th e ir  life to  p rev en t 
th e m  from  tak ing  th em se lv es to o  seriously or 
becom ing  a rrogan t. At first blush, th e  teasin g  may 
seem  ruthless; no p rob lem  o r a re a  of a p e rso n ’s 
life— no m a tte r  how  persona l— is sa fe  from
sarcastic  critique, even  if th e  clan m e m b e r  d id n ’t 
bring it on himself.
Recently, o n e  o f L efthand ’s clan b ro th e rs  w as 
hosp italized  fo r a gallb ladder p rob lem . She and 
o th e r  m em b ers  o f his teas in g  clan f re q u e n te d  his 
room  to  check  up  on  him and  sp read  th e  joke th a t 
he w as in th e  th ro e s  of giving birth to  tw ins, and 
h e  w as d ila ted  to  10 ce n tim e te rs  an d  th e  babies 
w ould  be th e re  any m inu te. Her clan b ro th e r  yelled 
a t  his clan m e m b ers  to  g e t  o u t, Lefthand says, n o t 
b ec au se  h e  w as o ffended , b u t b ecau se  it pained  
him  to o  m uch  to  laugh.
H ealth care providers o f te n  m istake scen es like 
th is  fo r v isitors seem ingly  to rtu rin g  o r ridiculing 
p a tien ts , L efthand  says. The d o c to rs  and  nurses, 
thinking th e y  a re  looking o u t fo r th e  p a tie n ts ’ 
in te rests , g e t  u p se t w ith  th e  clan m em bers, b u t in 
reality th e y  are  m eddling  w ith cu ltu re  a n d  custom s. 
The p a tien ts , in tu rn , can  g e t  f ru s tra te d  w ith  th e  
m edical p rov iders, and  g e t  u p se t w ith  having to  
explain  th e  situation . C om m unication su ffers and 
th e  d o c to r-p a tien t t ru s t  is com prom ised  o v e r a 
m isunderstand ing  ro o te d  in th e  b e s t o f in ten tions . 
Given th e  in tricate  and  pervasive n a tu re  o f th e  clan 
sy stem , a s  well as th e  o th e r  a sp ec ts  o f cu ltu re  th a t 
hold a g re a t im p o rtan ce  to  Crow peop le— such 
as kinship ties, persona l m odesty , an d  placing th e  
re sp e c t o f o th e rs  ah e a d  o f o n e ’s se lf— sh ad o w s can 
fall b e tw e e n  th e  d o c to rs  and  the ir p a tien ts .
This, tribal m e m b ers  say, has led to  Crows 
feeling  h es ita n t to  q u es tio n  d o c to rs  fo r 
clarifications a b o u t th e ir  t r e a tm e n ts  an d  to  
so m e tim es  igno re  d irec tions a l to g e th e r  b ecau se  
th e y  d o n ’t  u n d e rs ta n d  th e ir  im p o rtan ce  o r d o n 't  
t ru s t  th e  d o c to r ’s ex p e rtise . M any leave th e  exam  
room  co n fu sed  a b o u t w h a t th e y  actually  n eed  to  
d o  to  g e t b e tte r , w h a t pills to  tak e , w h a t to  e a t, let 
a lone  w hy th e y  a re  sick o r how  sick th ey  really a re . 
In th e  w o rs t cases, p a tien ts  have had  ex p e rien ces 
th a t  m ake th e m  re fu se  to  seek  th e  hea lth  care they  
w e re  p rom ised  by th e  U.S. g o v e rn m e n t th ro u g h  
tre a tie s  in th e  m id-i8oos.
It w as ch e s t pains th a t  m ade  LaForge g o  to  th e  
e m erg en cy  room  a t th e  Crow hospital th e  last tim e.
She w as p u t in an  exam  room  an d  m o n ito red  
fo r  a few  hours by a d o c to r  w ho, she  says, g av e  h er 
th e  im pression h e  th o u g h t sh e  w as to o  old to  b e  
t r e a te d  and  th e re  w as n o th in g  he could d o  fo r her. 
O nce h e r  b lood  p re ssu re  re tu rn ed  to  norm al and  
h er h e a r t ra te  stabilized, h e  p resc ribed  painkillers 
an d  re leased  her. Hurt by th is experience , she
O P P O S IT E : A pa in tin g  o f C h ie f  P len ty  C oup  ad o rn s th e  w aiting  area o f  th e  P ry o r H ealth  S ta tion . P ry o r  resid en ts  say th ey  
feel fo rgo tten  by  th e  Ind ian  H ealth  Service because o f  a h igh  tu rn o v er ra te  am ong p ro v id ers  a t th e  clinic. B ELO W : M yra 
L efthand , w hose C row  nam e m eans “O ne who helps people,” has w orked fo r IH S for 30 years.N ow  a co m m u n ity  educator, 
h e r job is to  teach h ea lth  care p ro v id ers  a b o u t C row  cu ltu re .
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will no longer go  to  th e  ER and  in stead  w aits  fo r 
an  ap p o in tm e n t w ith  a physician sh e  know s and 
tru s ts . Now w hen  she g e ts  c h e s t pains sh e  p laces a 
nitroglycerin ta b le t u n d er h er to n g u e , 
w aits fo r it to  dissolve and  h o p es  h er 
p red ic tion  of 89  holds true .
In th e  IHS system , Crow s d o n ’t  g e t 
a prim ary physician. They simply m ake a 
m edical ap p o in tm e n t an d  a re  exam ined 
and tre a te d  by th e  IHS professional on 
du ty  th a t  day. LaForge has b een  able 
to  build rela tionships w ith a few  of th e  
d o c to rs  a t th e  Crow hospital, b u t even 
th o u g h  she says she tru s ts  th em , h e r 
actions show  th e  d isconnect b e tw e en  
h er and  her providers.
Currently, she tak es  seven different 
m edications each day, b u t it should  
b e  m ore. She alm ost n ev e r tak es th e  
prescribed  painkillers, an d  has one 
p rescrip tion  she has no clue as to  
w hy she w as prescribed  it, so  she just 
d o e sn ’t  take  th e  drug. She fee ls OK, 
she says, so why take  it? Likewise, she 
w as d iagnosed  as a borderline d iabetic •
10 years ago. The d o c to r  to ld  h er she 
could contro l th e  d isease if she  changed  
h er d ie t and g o t m ore  exercise, b u t 
she decided  n o t to . The condition 
h as w o rsen ed  and now  she con tro ls  
th e  d isease  w ith twice-daily insulin 
injections, b u t she  still e a ts  how  and 
w hen  she w an ts . In h er book, sh e ’s OK, 
so w hy change it?
The h ea rt of this issue is n o t 
a perceived lack o f resp e c t fo r 
A psaalooke beliefs and practices by IHS 
physicians, and  nor a re  Crow patien ts  
placing th e  blam e fo r th e  problem s 
solely on  th e  d o c to rs ’ shou lders . The 
tribe  and  m edical com m unity  are 
p rom oting  p rogram s to  help physicians 
learn  m ore ab o u t th e  cu s to m s and 
cu ltu re  of th e  the ir p a tien ts , and 
likewise, to  ed u c a te  p a tien ts  so 
as to  fo s te r  b e t te r  understand ing , 
com m unication  and tru s t b e tw e en  th e  tw o  groups.
In 2001, th e  M essengers fo r Health on the  
A psaalooke R eservation w as s ta rte d , using g ran t 
m oney  from  th e  Am erican Cancer Society. The 
m essen g e rs  a re  re sp e c te d  w om en  from  th e  Crow
com m unity , like L efthand, w ho have b een  educated  
a b o u t cervical cancer to  teach  o th e r  A psaalooke 
w o m en  a b o u t th e  d isease  and  th e  necessity  of
te stin g . W om en have always held a resp ec ted  
place in Crow cultu re and th e  goal w as to  bridge 
th e  g a p  b e tw e e n  th e  physician and  th e  p a tien t 
w ith an  ed u c a ted  m em b er o f th e  p a tie n t’s ow n 
com m unity. Alma McCormick, th e  co o rd in a to r for
th e  m essengers, is also  w orking w ith Lefthand and 
o th e r  m essengers on th e  burgeon ing  A psaalooke 
Health A dvocate Program , w hich is aim ed at
directly add ressing  th e  d ifferen t issues 
th a t cultural m isunderstand ings cause 
b e tw e en  th e  Crow peop le  and  their 
providers. The ad v o ca tes  ac t as a 
direct link b e tw e en  IHS professionals 
and  th e  Crow com m unity, answ ering 
qu es tio n s th e  professionals m ay have 
ab o u t culture and  also explaining th e  
p ractices o f IHS to  th e  p eo p le  it serves.
Dr. Tom W hite is o n e  of tw o  OB- 
GYNs a t th e  Crow hospital. He lives in 
Hardin, just off th e  reserva tion , and 
in th e  th re e  years h e ’s served  a t  th e  
hospital has also involved him self in 
th e  m e ssen g e r p rogram . He sp en t 
th e  first 27 years o f his post-residency 
ca ree r w orking in a private p ractice in 
his h o m e to w n  of Kalamazoo, Mich., 
serving p a tien ts  w ho w ere  primarily 
w hite  and upper-m iddle-class. The 
d o c to r  he rep laced  a t IHS had been  
w orking a t  th e  Crow hospital fo r 20 
years and  stayed  on  fo r W hite’s first 
m on th . Even w ith th e  g u ided  transition , 
W hite has still run  up aga in st cultural 
m isunderstandings, w hich McCormick 
and th e  tw o  p rogram s have helped  him 
to  resolve.
The clan system  estab lishes a broad  
netw ork  of rela tionsh ips across families 
so  th a t  a te e n a g e  girl may have several 
w om en  she calls m o th e r. The s tren g th  
of th e se  rela tionsh ips m eans th e  girl 
m ay w an t o n e  o r m ore  of h e r non- 
biological m o th e rs  to  be in th e  room  
during an  exam , b u t in tricate  enough  
th a t she  w o n ’t  feel com fortab le 
answ ering  certain  q uestions a b o u t her 
sex life, o r h er body in f ro n t o f them , 
nor will she  w a n t certain  inform ation 
shared  w ith  them . W alking th is line, 
W hite says, w as hard  to  m aste r, and 
he can see  how  running afoul o f th e se  
boundaries could m ean  dam aged  tru s t b e tw e en  
p a tien ts  and  providers.
The Crow co n cep t o f m odesty , W hite says, has 
also b een  an  issue th a t to o k  som e g e ttin g  used  to . 
W om en w ho  have already given birth  to  tw o  or
T O P : Alice M ae L aForge, like 85 pe rcen t o f  C row  people , speaks C row  as h e r first language. 
She always takes one o f  h e r daugh ters w ith  h e r to  m edical 
ap p o in tm en ts  to  avoid m isu n derstand ings.
BOTTOM : C harlene  Laverdure, 67 , has h e r b lood  tes ted  a t th e  P ry o r H ealth  S ta tion . She 
w atches her d ie t, she says, b u t still has h igh  b lo o d  sugar levels.
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m ore children still feel th e  n eed  to  rem ain covered  
during an  exam ination  and  are  a t  som etim es 
hes itan t to  even  b e  exam ined, h e  says.
For W hite th o u g h , th e  m o st im portan t medical 
concern  th a t th e  p rog ram s have helped  w ith is a 
custom  of p re g n a n t w om en  ea tin g  clay. W hite says 
clay consum ption  has b een  linked to  anem ia, and 
causes p rob lem s w ith  bow el function . W h e th e r th e  
craving fo r th e  clay is caused  by th e  anem ia o r th e  
ingestion  of th e  clay causes th e  anem ia h asn ’t  yet 
been  determ ined , W hite says.
R egardless, it still p u ts  docto rs 
in an  u n ten ab le  situation . On 
one hand , his p a tien ts  and  the ir 
unborn  children w ould  b e  b e t te r  
off medically w ith o u t th e  clay, b u t 
on th e  o th e r, “ It’s a trad ition  th a t 
has g o n e  on  fo r h u n d red s and 
h und reds of years and you ca n ’t 
just stom p  all o v er th a t ,” .White 
says.
W orking w ith  th e  
m essengers, W hite says, th e  
medical staff has fo und  a way to  
rem ain sensitive to  Crow cultu re 
while helping p a tien ts  und erstan d  
th e  m edical reason ing  behind his 
req u e st th a t  w om en  s to p  ea ting  
clay. And th a t, McCormick says, is 
th e  ty p e  of in te raction  it will take  
to  bring th e  tw o  g ro u p s to  m utual 
understand ing .
Closing th e  divide b e tw e en  
th e  w orlds o f th e  providers and 
th e  A psaalooke p eo p le  they  serve 
just ta k es  tim e an d  sincerity.
For 10 years, Kristine Judd  w orked  as a clinical 
laboratory  sc ien tist a t  th e  Pryor H ealth S tation, 
th e  only o th e r  IHS facility o n  th e  Crow reservation . 
Located in th e  ham le t o f Pryor, th e  small clinic 
is a b o u t an  h o u r and  half drive from  th e  Crow 
hospital. It's  o p en  five days a w eek  an d  physicians 
w ork  th e re  on  a s e t  ro ta tio n , so if th e  scheduled  
d o c to r  is o u t sick, th e re  will b e  no d o c to r  in Pryor 
th a t  day.
Ju d d  had  w orked  in a clinic in Billings fo r ab o u t 
20 years b e fo re  m aking th e  sw itch to  IHS. In Billings 
she had d o n e  m ostly  lab w ork  w ith little p a tien t 
co n tac t, b u t in Pryor she  had  to  d raw  and  te s t  
blood from  p eo p le  w ith  conditions like d iab e te s  
or high cho lestero l and  m on ito r the ir tre a tm e n t. It
m e an t alm ost c o n s tan t co n tac t w ith  a p eo p le  she 
knew  no th ing  abou t.
“Thirty miles dow n th e  road it’s a w ho le 
d iffe ren t cu ltu re ,”  Judd  says. “ It’s a w ho le d iffe ren t 
w orld .”
Her p a tien ts  w ere  schedu led  to  com e in from  
as o ften  as tw ice  a w eek  to  as in frequently  as four- 
tim es a year, b u t Judd  saw  th e m  all a lm o st every 
day just by living in th e  small to w n . Even th o u g h  
she becam e a regular sigh t in Pryor, Ju d d  says it
to o k  a t  least a full tw o  y ears b e fo re  h e r  p a tien ts  
began  to  tru s t th a t  she  w as th e re  to  stay, and  w as 
th e re  to  give th e m  th e  b e s t tr e a tm e n t possible. 
Simple th ings like eye co n ta c t from  a p a tie n t w ere 
no n ex is ten t a t  first. But as she  k ep t show ing  up, 
and  k ep t trying to  learn  ab o u t th e  p eo p le  she w as 
trea tin g , h e r p a tien ts  s ta r te d  to  le t h e r  into the ir 
lives.
They b eg an  to  share  fru s tra tio n s  a b o u t th e  
ever-changing ca s t o f d o c to rs  a t  th e  clinic an d  how  
th ey  fe lt like a fo rg o tte n  com m unity , a stepchild  
o f Crow Agency. Her p a tien ts  saw  h ow  she fo u g h t 
w ith th e  layers o f bu reaucracy  th a t  se p a ra te  IHS 
adm inistra tion  from  th e  p eo p le  on  th e  g round  
to  g e t b e t te r  eq u ip m en t fo r th e  clinic and  m ore
services fo r h er p a tien ts . Soon, sh e  says, they  
becam e m ore th a n  ju st p a tien ts . She w as w elcom ed  
into th e ir  hom es. She becam e g o d m o th e r  to  a 
co lleag u e’s baby.
“ I loved my p eo p le ,” Ju d d  says. “ I loved w h a t I 
w as do in g .”
In th e  d ec ad e  in w hich sh e  served  a t  th e  Pryor 
clinic, sh e  rep e a te d ly  to ld  h e r  IHS superv isors th a t 
consistency  w as w h a t h e r p a tie n ts  n ee d e d  m ost.
Too o ften , sh e  says, a crisis w ould  occur a t  th e
Crow hospital and  sta ff and 
reso u rces  w ould  b e  lost 
from  th e  Pryor clinic to  m ake 
up fo r  sh o r ta g e s  a t Crow 
Agency. Then last July she 
g o t th e  o rd ers  th a t  led to  
th e  e n d  o f h er c a re e r  on  th e  
rese rva tion .
R eport each  m orn ing  
to  th e  Pryor clinic, sh e  w as 
to ld , b u t th e n  g e t  in to  a 
g o v e rn m e n t ca r an d  drive 70 
m iles to  Crow A gency and 
w ork  a sh ift a t th e  hospital.
O ne w ay o r  an o th e r , she 
w ould  b e  fo rc ed  to  leave her 
p a tien ts  behind . W ith a heavy 
h ea rt, she  quit.
Eight m o n th s  
la ter, Ju d d ’s p a tie n ts  still 
ask a b o u t her. They had  a 
bond . She cared  fo r  th em , 
an d  th e y  tru s te d  her, m edical 
recep tio n is ts  le ft behind 
a t  th e  Pryor clinic say. She 
w as as m uch  o f a  p a r t o f  th e  
com m unity  as anyone  could be.
On a re c e n t spring m orning, Judd  sits  a t th e  
d ining room  tab le  in h e r ho u se  in Billings. Her 
face is sm o o th  and  she h as  th e  lean  build o f a 
lifelong runner. Her eyes spark  w h en  sh e  talks w ith 
a m u sem en t a b o u t h e r  failed a t te m p ts  to  learn  th e  
Crow language , th e n  so o n  well up  w h en  talk  tu rn s  
to  h e r  Crow g o d d au g h te r . As th e  conversation  
fo cu ses  on  h e r  decision to  leave Pryor, h e r eyes 
b eco m e lifeless and  dull, m uch like th e  o v ercast 
skies th a t  hide th e  sun  ju s t o u ts id e  th e  nearby  
w indow . She still says “ w e ” an d  "o u r”  w h en  she 
re fers to  th e  small clinic.
And she still ta lks a b o u t “ h e r” p a tien ts , th o u g h  
th e y  are  no  longer hers. ^
W hen  th e  C ro w /N o rth e rn  C heyenne  H ospita l was com ple ted , h o sp ita l ad m in is tra to rs  asked a rtis ts  to  d o n a te  
w ork  fo r th e  facility. A rtw ork , such as these  pieces by  C yrus G ros V entre, now  deco ra te  th e  hallw ays o f  th e  
h o sp ita l.
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T h e  first time the 
needle pierces the skin, it 
immediately hits crimson.
It’s 9:15 in th e  m orning a t  th e  Tribal Health 
Clinic in St. Ignatius and  nurse  Candice Brown draw s 
b lood  from  h er first p a tien t o f th e  day.
She g rasps th e  w om an’s arm  w ith h e r  hand, 
holding it w ith th e  stead in ess  and  precision of 
a professional b u t w ith th e  care of a relative. As 
b lood  slowly fills th e  vial, Candice en g ag es th e  
w om an  in small talk.
She recalls th e  last tim e th e  p a tie n t cam e
in, how  hard  it w as to  find her veins. The w om an 
coun ters  th a t  she  m ade  sure to  drink a lo t o f w a te r  
b e fo re  arriving. The conversation  m oves from  the  
medical to  th e  personal, as Candice inquires ab o u t 
a cousin o f th e  p a tie n t’s. An enrolled  m em ber 
of th e  C onfederated  Salish & K ootenai Tribes on 
th e  F lathead R eservation, Candice o ften  is well 
acquain ted  w ith th e  pa tien ts  she  a tte n d s  to . As the  
conversation  p ro g resses  and  th e  blood nears th e  
to p  of th e  vial, a calm  has se ttle d  over th e  jittery 
patien t. She ch a ts  w ith ease , th e  slight nervous 
s tu tte r  th a t filled h e r  voice be fo re  th e  p ro ced u re  no 
longer in terrup ting .
This ta lk  is crucial to  th e  checkup p rocess a t  this 
tribal hea lth  cen te r, w here  staff w ork to  com bine
Population: 26,172 
Native: 20% 
Counties: F lathead, Lake, 
M issoula, Sanders 
R eservation cen ter: 
Pablo
;
,
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m odern  m edical p ractices w ith  Native Am erican 
culture. While th e  w om an is a regular o f C andice’s, 
fo r  som e first-tim e p a tien ts  th e se  initial m om en ts 
help estab lish  tru s t  and  build an  im portan t 
relationship.
“ A lo t o f tim es if th e  p a tien t isn’t  com fo rtab le  
they  w o n ’t  sh a re  th ings w ith  us,” Candice explains 
later.
Crimson has now  com pletely  ta k en  th e  place 
o f clear and  Candice pulls o u t th e  needle. The 
w om an w inces as Candice finishes, relaxing w hen  a 
b an d ag e  is app lied  in th e  crook  o f h er left arm .
As Candice eyes th e  w arm  vial th rough  h e r  thin 
rec tangu la r g lasses, th e  w om an  looks up  a t her.
“ You g o t m e on  th e  first po k e ,” th e  p a tien t 
says cheerfully.
Later, Candice talks of th e  in teraction  b e tw e en  
nurse an d  pa tien t. She em phasizes th a t  each 
m u st b e  looked a t as an  individual. Her goal is to  
m ake each  p a tien t com fo rtab le , even a t tim es by 
unconventional m eans.
“They tell you n o t to  hug your p a tie n ts ,” she 
says, “ b u t th e re  are som e tim es w hen  th e y  a re  
having a hard  tim e and  crying. They are  my people. 
They are  my cousins... So I’ve given p a tien ts  hugs.
“S om etim es th a t 's  all they  w an t. They need  
som ebody  to  tell th e m  th a t  it’s going to  b e  OK.”
It may seem  m undane, b u t this ty p e  of 
patien t-p rov ider in te raction  on  th e  reserva tion  
w as a lm ost unheard  of 20 years ago . Indian Health 
Service nu rses w ere  primarily w hite  and  o ften  had 
little und erstan d in g  of their p a tie n ts ' cu lture and 
com m unity.
“There w e re  just very few  Indian nu rses on  th e  
rese rv a tio n ,” Salish K ootenai College P residen t Jo e  
M cDonald says.
W hite nu rses tried  th e ir  b e s t to  ac co m m o d ate  
th e  unfam iliar cu lture, b u t se ldom  saw  
success. Culture clashes w ould  arise from  
d ifferences in healing th e o ries— w h a t th e  provider 
th o u g h t w as b e s t fo r a p a tie n t’s hea lth  m ight 
conflict w ith th e  p a tie n t 's  trad itional values.
Tribal cu s to m s could com plicate even a rou tine  
p rocedu re , a s  a p a tie n t’s co n cern ed  rela tives w ould 
som etim es crow d th e  exam ination  room  in ho p es 
o f offering su p p o rt and  guidance, b u t som etim es 
m aking it h a rd e r  fo r m edical personnel to  do  the ir 
jobs efficiently.
“ W hen th e re  is a serious illness th e  w hole 
family will co m e ,” M cDonald says. “They will all be 
here . If your uncle is sick, you just d rop  w h a t you’re
doing  an d  you just com e.”
In th e se  cultural m isunderstand ings, M cDonald 
saw  an oppo rtu n ity  fo r SKC: to  c re a te  a nursing 
p rogram  to  p roduce  excep tional n u rses  w ho 
specialize in w ork  on Indian reserva tions.
McDonald explains th a t  es tab lish ing  th e  SKC 
nursing p rogram  w as no  easy  task , m otion ing  w ith 
th e  tired  right hand o f a 74-year-old th a t  has b ee n  a t 
th e  fo re fro n t o f this Native Am erican co llege’s rise 
over th e  last 33 years. He sits in his office in Pablo, 
looking o u t to  th e  Mission M ountains. Two blocks 
from  his office is th e  John  P e te r  Paul Building, hom e 
to  th e  co llege’s nursing program .
Securing approval from  th e  s ta te  nursing board  
an d  funding  fo r th e  p rogram  w ere  challenges, 
M cDonald says. But th e  b ig g est o b s tac le  w as 
rec ru itm en t. In th e  early 1990s, few  Indians w ere  
in te re s te d  in nursing. And th e  p ro g ram  lacked th e  
rep u ta tio n  it has today , w hich m ade it difficult to  
a t tra c t in te rested  s tu d e n ts .
Of th e  few  s tu d e n ts  w ho ch o se  to  a tte n d
m any w ere  n o t p rep a red  fo r th e  stric t reg im en  o f 
th e  asso c ia te  o f science nursing p rog ram . But th e  
college w ou ldn ’t  budge  on  th e  rigors of th e  classes. 
In real-w orld situations, nu rses have no  tim e  fo r 
hesita tion . Choices m u st be decisive. T h ere’s no  
gray  area  and  th e re ’s no  room  fo r e rro r.
“ I w ould g e t som e com plain ts early on  a b o u t 
s tu d e n ts  having tro u b le  w ith  th e  p ro g ram ,” 
M cDonald says. “ But w hen  you 're  lying th e re  on 
a g u rney  an d  a n u rse  is a b o u t to  p u t an  IV in your 
arm , you d o n ’t  w a n t any g ray .”
T hose first s tu d e n ts  survived an d  th rived  
an d  19 years la te r  th e  p rogram  is th e  n u m b e r o n e  
p ro d u ce r o f Native A m erican and  Alaska Native 
n u rses  in th e  country , accord ing  to  th e  college. 
Today th e  SKC nursing p rog ram  b o as ts  close to  150 
s tu d e n ts .
C andice Brown knew  from  an  early a g e  th a t  
nursing w as h e r  calling. She just w asn ’t  alw ays
ABOVE: C andice B row n s tan d s in  fro n t o f  th e  S t. Ig n a tiu s  T ribal H ealth  C lin ic . Brow n g rad u ated  fro m  th e  Salish K o o tenai 
C ollege nu rsin g  p rogram  in  2009, an d  is now  a fu ll-tim e reg is te red  n u rse  a t th e  clinic.
O P P O S IT E : B row n has a p a tien t app ly  pressu re  to  h e r  a rm  to  encourage  c lo ttin g  afte r a ro u tin e  p ro ced u re .
The St. Igna tiu s T riba l H ealth  C lin ic serves m em bers o f  th e  C on fed era ted  Salish an d  K ootenai trib e s.
The University o f Montana
su re  th a t  th e  d ream  w as w ithin h e r  reach.
As th e  d a u g h te r  o f a Navajo fa th e r  and  Salish- 
K ootenai m o th e r, Candice split tim e  b e tw e en  
M ontana an d  N orthern  A rizona. The m oves w ere 
f re q u en t, an d  so m e tim es to u g h . The to u g h e s t te s t, 
how ever, began  th e  day h e r  b ro th e r  died.
On Dec. 8, 2000, C andice’s b ro th e r  
Victor killed him self a f te r  years o f battling  paranoid  
schizophrenia. His d e a th  se n t Candice dow n 
a dark path . She becam e secluded  and  d ep ressed . 
At school in Arizona she h ad  already  b een  s tru g ­
gling, having tro u b le  m aking friends. She says o th e r  
s tu d e n ts  w ere  p art o f cliques and  ridiculed her. 
W hen Victor died, th e  to rm e n t from  fellow  stu d en ts  
d idn’t  s to p . Her dep ression  d e e p e n e d . Teachers 
d idn’t  help, she  says, b ecau se  th e y  d idn’t  recognize 
th e  d ep th  of h er pain. To th em , Candice w as acting 
ou t. It becam e alm ost unbearab le .
“ I g o t to  th e  po in t w h ere  I just d idn’t  w an t 
to  b e  here anym ore ,” Candice says as h e r voice 
d ro p s slightly. But th e n  she g o t help. Through th e  
en co u rag em en t o f h e r  p a re n ts , Candice w en t to  
counseling. She ta lked  to  p eo p le  a b o u t h e r  feelings. 
She journaled . She research ed  dep ression . And she 
s ta rte d  to  g e t b e tte r , even tually  conquering  her 
depression  and  em erg ing  w ith  w h a t she  says w as a 
new  apprecia tion  fo r help ing o th e rs .
“ I w an te d  to  g e t th ro u g h  it so  I could do 
som eth ing  w ith my life,” she  says.
Candice’s fa the r, P reston  Brown, says he
Second-year 
nu rsin g  studen t 
S tarlite  Brewer 
p ractices w hat 
she has learned  
on  a m echanical 
dum m y in th e  
lab a t th e  Salish 
K ootenai C ol­
lege. The dum m y 
m im ics various 
h ea rt co nd itions 
fo r th e  stu d en ts
to  diagnose.
no ticed  a change in his d au g h te r  a f te r  th e  d e a th  of 
his son.
“ She w an te d  to  ded ica te  herself to  know ing 
how  th a t could have been  p rev e n ted  and  th e  w hole 
sub ject m a tte r  o f hea lth  serv ices,”  P reston  says 
from  his h o m e in Arizona. “That p re tty  m uch gave 
h er an  incredible spark  b ecau se  it involved th e  
d e a th  o f a loved o n e .”
A d e te rm in ed  Candice sc ra tch ed  and  claw ed 
h er w ay th ro u g h  m iddle school and  p a rt o f high 
school, b e fo re  deciding to  ob ta in  h e r GED a t  age 
16. She w an te d  to  g o  to  college to  becom e a  nurse  
and  help peop le . She searched  for a college th a t 
could te ac h  her to  how  to  p rev e n t trag ed ies  like 
h er b ro th e r ’s— o n e  th a t w ould teach  h er to  tre a t 
p a tien ts  w ith  b o th  com passion  and m edicine.
Salish K ootenai College w as a p e rfec t m atch  for 
Candice.
It’s Tuesday m orning in th e  Jo h n  P e te r  Paul 
Building, and  second-year nursing s tu d e n ts  g a th e r  
in a lab. It’s th e  first class a f te r  a tw o-w eek  end-of- 
th e -q u a rte r  break. The 11 s tu d e n ts  a re  noticeably 
lively, all of th e m  cha tting  and  catch ing  up a f te r  the  
vacation . The room  exudes a certain  “ calm  befo re  
th e  s to rm ” quality. The talk is ligh thearted  and  th e  
s tu d e n ts  a re  loose, b u t this is su re  to  ch an g e  as 
Ju n e  g radua tion  quickly app roaches .
The m ajority o f th e  s tu d e n ts  a re  o f Indian
descen t, a  few  o th e rs  a re  Caucasian and  o n e  is 
black. Lashinda McBride ex p e c ts  to  so o n  be th e  
second  black g rad u a te  o f th e  SKC associa te  of 
science nursing program .
As som e o f th e  s tu d e n ts  con tinue to  talk, 
she checks up on Meti M an. M eti’s skin is ta n  and 
rough. With each  b rea th  his scu lp ted  ch e s t expands 
and con tracts . Lashinda leans over and  g rabs his 
wrist. A fter looking a t  h e r w atch , Lashinda says his 
pulse is 113 beats-per-m inute , th o u g h  th a t ’s soon 
recalib ra ted  to  a m ore-norm al 60  b ea ts . Taking her 
s te th o sc o p e  from  around  h er neck, she  th e n  pu ts 
th e  buds in her ears and  places th e  o th e r  end  on 
M eti’s stom ach  to  listen fo r his bow el sounds. She 
m oves it around  fo r several seconds, shrugs, and 
th e n  takes th e  buds o u t of h er ears.
“We all know  w h at norm al sounds like,” 
Lashinda says. “ It’s th e  abnorm al sounds w e ’re 
looking fo r.”
She g u esses  th a t no th ing  is w rong  w ith  Meti 
and says he should b e  fine. Meti w ould have 
b rea th ed  a sigh of relief and th a n k ed  Lashinda 
for th e  prognosis. But M eti ca n 't talk. He’s a 
com puter-p rogram m ed  dum m y— o n e  o f th ree  
high-tech dum m ies th a t th e  SKC nursing program  
uses to  train  its s tu d e n ts  fo r real-w orld scenarios. 
It’s only th ro u g h  a com bination  o f m odern  medical 
techno logy  and  rigorous cultural train ing  th a t SKC 
prepares  its nurses fo r th e  challenges of trea tin g  
pa tien ts  in Indian country , w h ere  medical resources 
are limited, cu ltures diverse, and  chronic d iseases 
like d iab e tes  and  alcoholism  prevalent.
During th e  re s t of th e  class th e  s tu d e n ts  take 
tu rn s on M eti, a long w ith  his buddies S tan and 
Petie. They a re  instruc ted  by th e  te a c h e r  w h a t to  
listen for in th e  dum m ies’ lungs and  bow els, all 
th ings th e y ’ll do  in th e  real world.
While learning to  listen  fo r cardiovascular 
abnorm alities is a necessity  fo r a nursing stu d en t, 
a t SKC listening to  p a tien ts  and  u nderstand ing  
the ir trad itions and personal concerns is equally 
im portan t. In o th e r  classes, s tu d e n ts  a re  ta u g h t 
ab o u t diversity, holistic ca re  m e th o d s, and  Indian 
culture. Twelve Native Am erican stud ies c red its  are 
required  of all s tu d e n ts  be fo re  graduation .
Those a re  th e  classes th a t help Lashinda. A 
M innesota tran sp lan t w ho  v en tu red  to  M ontana 
a f te r  13 years as a certified nursing assistan t, 
Lashinda cam e o u t W est a f te r  hearing  ab o u t 
SKC from  an e a s te rn  M ontana relative. A city girl 
from  M inneapolis, Lashinda had never had m uch
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in teraction  w ith Indians. Learning how  to  deal w ith 
d ifferen t ty p es of p a tien ts  is crucial fo r Lashinda, 
along w ith th e  re s t o f th e  class, as stud ies  show  
th a t 95 p e rc en t o f g rad u a te s  w ith  SKC asso c ia te  o f 
science nursing d e g re e s  will w ork  on  a reservation . 
Lashinda plans to  ta k e  a job  in D eer Lodge.
Lisa Lackner is in ch arg e  of m aking sure 
each s tu d e n t learns th e  practical and  cultural 
co m p o n en ts  o f nursing. As th e  SKC d irec to r of 
nursing, Lackner em phasizes w h a t she  calls th e  
fou r Cs. The first C s ta n d s  fo r  critical thinking —  
crucial in em ergency  situations. Then citizenship 
and com m unication  follow . The fou rth  is w h a t 
Lackner says m akes th e  p rogram  unique —  cultural 
com petence .
The SKC curriculum  is ta ilo red  to  train  nurses 
to  w ork  w ith Native Am erican cu ltu res, b u t it also 
u ndersco res  th e  im portance o f accom m odating  
p a tien ts  from  any cu lture. That m eans talking 
w ith patien ts , asking th e  right qu es tio n s and  m ost 
im portantly , listening.
By listening, nu rses can learn w hich specific 
tre a tm e n t is ap p ro p ria te  fo r each  pa tien t. If a nu rse  
prescribes a regim en th a t  a p a tien t w o n ’t  ad h e re  to  
b ecause o f a cultural conflict o r  m isunderstanding , 
th e  nurse  has d o n e  no th ing  fo r  th e  patien t.
Lackner te ac h es  h er s tu d e n ts  to  th ro w  o u t any 
p reconceived  no tio n s a b o u t a p a tien t. She instructs 
nurses to  sit dow n w ith th e ir  p a tien t and develop  
a plan to g e th e r  —  o n e  th a t  im proves th e  p a tien t 's  
hea lth  w hile resp ec tin g  th e  p a tie n t 's  values.
“ It m ay n o t b e  th e  ideal tre a tm e n t plan you 
have in th e  back of your h ead ,”  she  says. “ But th a t  
may only b e  ideal fo r your cu ltu re .”
The m ajority o f SKC g rad u a te s  a re  familiar 
w ith Indian cultu re even b efo re  they  enroll in th e  
program . There is a se n se  o f solidarity am ong  th e  
s tu d e n ts , a connection  to  th e  com m unity  and  to  
Indian trad itions. T hat, com bined  w ith a rigorous 
nursing curriculum , helps SKC achieve its u ltim ate 
goal of pu ttin g  m ore Indian nu rses in Indian health  
care facilities.
Candice d o e sn ’t  g e t th e  leisure tim e m any 
22-year-olds do. M onday th ro u g h  Friday she happily 
w orks w ith p a tien ts  from  9 to  5. O nce hom e 
in Ronan, she g e ts  to  w ork  on  fu rth e r  nursing 
s tud ies. It’s b een  alm ost a y ear since she ea rn ed  
h e r  a sso c ia te ’s d eg ree , b u t school is still in h er
system . Now sh e ’s tak ing  online co u rses  a t h o m e 
th ro u g h  SKC in its bachelo r’s o f sc ience nursing 
program . She’s looking fu rth e r  d ow n th e  road  to  
th e  possibility of a  m a s te r’s d eg re e .
That could com e from  SKC if th ings fall into 
place. Due to  b u d g etary  and  building deficiencies, 
M cDonald says th e  school c a n 't  y e t field a m a s te r’s 
p rogram , b u t w ould  like to  eventually . Currently th e  
nursing d e p a r tm e n t shares  th e  sam e ro o f as th e  
SKC den ta l p rogram , w hich occupies th e  first floor.
W ith a m a s te r’s o r d o c to ra te , Candice w ould 
shift from  dealing  w ith  individual p a tien ts  as she  
d o es  now  to  becom ing  so m e o n e  w h o  w orks 
on  nagging m edical p rob lem s p rev a len t on  th e  
reserva tion . T hese ran g e  from  th e  d ia b e te s  th a t 
runs ram p an t on th e  rese rva tion , to  alcoholism  and 
p rescrip tion  d rug  abuse.
S tatistics show  w h at Candice se es  every day  in 
th e  tribal hea lth  cen te r: An Am erican Indian is tw ice 
a s  likely to  b e  d iagnosed  w ith  d ia b e te s  as a non- 
Indian, accord ing  to  th e  U.S. D ep a rtm en t o f Health 
and  Hum an Services. O ne in nine Am erican Indian 
d e a th s  is alcohol-related . And prescrip tion  drug  
ab u se  is a grow ing  p rob lem  o n  Indian reserva tions.
But fo r  Candice, th e s e  a re n 't  ju st statistics. 
They’re  p eo p le  she w e n t to  school w ith , peo p le  
from  h er com m unity . Every day, every  p a tie n t w ho 
w alks in to  th e  exam ination  room  brings h e r  a s te p  
c lo ser to  h er goal —  an am bitious goal to  b e  sure. 
B efore she g e ts  th e re , sh e  has a lo t m o re  listening 
to  d o  and  a lo t m o re  learning.
“You se e  a lo t o f bad  th ings h e re ,” sh e  says. 
“ But th e  days w hen  you se e  so m eb o d y  com e in and  
th e ir  b lood  sugars a re  w h ere  you w a n t th e m  to  be... 
it ju st fee ls  g rea t. B ecause you’ve g o t  th e m  th e re . 
You he lp ed  th e m  g e t  th e re .”
Back in h e r  office, Candice looks up a t  th e  
clock, aw aiting  h e r  2 p.m . p a tien t. H e's running 
a few  m in u tes  la te , b u t sh e  hears th e  shuffling 
in th e  hallw ay and  quickly rises to  g re e t  him.
The tw o  ex c h an g e  g ree tin g s a s  he w alks into 
th e  exam ination  room . B efore en te rin g , Candice 
re a c h e s  up  and  pulls a small yellow  lever on  th e  wall 
th a t  sticks o u t like a flag. This ta g  le ts  p eo p le  know  
th e  n u rse  is w ith  h e r  p a tien t.
She e n te rs  th e  room  w ith  a smile, ready  to  talk, 
an d  ready  to  listen.
B row n chats w ith  a p a tien t as she  draw s b lo o d . P leased w ith  h e r  experience , th e  p a tie n t te lls  C andice  she d id  an
“aw esom e job.”
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Open Monday, May 24th
Walk-In Clinic
W h e n  you  o r  s o m e o n e  in y o u r  family g e t s  sick, you  d o n ' t  have  
t o  trave l fa r  t o  g e t  h ig h -q u a li ty  ca re  from  prov iders  you  k n o w  
a n d  trust .  St. Jo sep h  Medical C en te r  has  exactly  w h a t  
W es te rn  M o n ta n a n s  n ee d ,  r ig h t  h e re
U  -  dose to  home in Poison.
M onday- Friday 
8:30 a m  to 7 p m
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*4' s Serving the Mission and Flathead Valleys since 1916
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